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United States Department of the Interior

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE
SOUTHEAST REGIONAL OFFICE.

TS5 Spring Street, S.W.

Atlanta, Georgia 30303
RECORD OF DECISION

General Management Plan
Big Cypress National Preserve

Introduction

In October 1991, the proposed Big Ccypress National Preserve General
Management Plan/Final Environmental Impact Statement (GMP/FEIS) was

made available to the public. The GMP/FEIS evaluates the
environmental consequences of . the proposed plan and its
alternatives. The purpose of this Record of Decision is to

document the National Park Service’s determination of how Big

Cypress National Preserve will be managed for the next 10 to 15

years. Copies of the Record of Decision are being distributed to
Federal, State and local government agencies and other interested
parties. 1In addition, the Record of Decision is being printed in
newspapers published in communities near the preserve and will be
available at public libraries in the region.

Alternatives Considered

The alternatives considered in formulating the preserve’s General
Management Plan were: :

Status Quo Alternative

Alternative A--Emphasizing recreational use
Alternative B--Emphasizing resource protection
Proposed Plan--Combination of A and B

Alternative B can be considered an environmentally preferable

alternative because adverse environmental impacts would be minimal.

The proposed plan incorporates features of Alternative B, since
preservation of natural systems and scenic quality are objectives

of the proposed plan. However, the proposed plan also incorporates

features of Alternative A, because the proposed plan calls for
continuation and/or addition of certain visitor activities and
opportunities. The environmental effects of the preceding visitor
services development will not be significant with mitigating
measures in place, and any costs are expected to be overshadowed by
the benefit of enhanced visitor opportunities and. visitor
appreciation. The proposed plan also contains a "Minerals

Management" section which outlines oil and gas activities in the

preserve as required in the enabling legislation. :

Comments on the GMP/FEIS

Comments received on the GMP/FEIS were similar to those made during
public review of the draft document and no new issues were raised.
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The principal mineral owner in the preserve provided comments on
the GMP/FEIS. They raised several concerns on what they perceived
to be changes from the draft GMP/EIS to the final GMP/FEIS, but
indicated that these concerns "should be evaluated as more
technical information becomes available, and on a case-by-case
basis under 36 CFR Plan of Operations approval procedures for
specific oil and gas proposed sites in the BCNP." We concur.

After reviewing the GMP/FEIS, the Office of the Governor of Florida
informed the  National Park Service that the plan was found to be
consistent with the Florida Coastal Zone Management Program and
National Environmental Policy Act guidelines. However, the state
requested that, without delaying implementation of the GMP/FEIS,
further discussions be held regarding visitor access to the
preserve from I-75. The National Park Service has initiated a
dialogue with the State in this regard.

The hunting community reiterated many of the same concerns with the
final GMP/FEIS as they raised with the draft document. Agreements
regarding hunting reached between the Florida Game and Fresh Water
Fish Commission and the NPS during the development of the GMP/EIS
are reflected in the document. As a part of these agreements, the
Commission and NPS will meet periodically to discuss and establish
hunting regulations. During these periodic discussions, the
concerns of the hunting community will be considered. '

Any significant variances proposed to the GMP/FEIS emanating from
these future discussions would be preceded by public involvement

‘and adherence with the requirements of the National Environmental

Policy Act and-othermapplicable regulations before implementation.

Decision and Rationale

After analysis of the proposed plan and alternatives as presented
in the GMP/FEIS and consideration of public comments on the entire
plan, the National Park Service has determined that the proposed’
plan in the October 1991 General Management Plan provides
acceptable management direction for Big Cypress National Preserve.
The preserve will be managed to conserve natural and cultural
resources and ecological processes while accommodating uses and
experiences that do not adversely affect the area’s ecological
integrity. Major NPS developments, to the maximum extent feasible,
will continue to be limited to existing roads and previously

- disturbed sites. The proposed plan’s elements . are considered

technically and economically feasible, and the proposed plan
represents a sound balance between protecting preserve resources
and providing enjoyable visitor experiences.
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All practicable means will be taken - to avoid or minimize
environmental harm in implementing the plan. This will include
close monitoring during construction of new facilities to avoid
adverse impacts on cultural and natural resources. Other
mitigating measures incorporated in the plan’s implementation are
identified on pages 384-388 of the GMP/FEIS.

Changes to the Proposed Plan in the Final GMP/FEIS

1. The ORV permits are returned to draft GMP level--the draft

GMP/EIS projected issuance of 2,500 ORV permits and assessed the
associated environmental impacts at these levels. The final
GMP/EIS proposed lowering these projections to 2,000. However,
actual 1989 through 1992 utilization levels indicate that the draft
level of 2,500 permits was more appropriate and the final GMP/EIS
is hereby changed to the 2,500 level. ;

2. 0il and gas development in red-cockaded woodpecker (RCW) colony
areas are returned to draft level--the draft GMP/EIS would not have
allowed oil and gas development closer than 500 feet to RCW colony
sites. The final GMP/EIS raised that distance to .5 of a mile. A
review of Fish and Wildlife Service guidelines and the GMP/FEIS
(which does not allow any development in mature pine stands)

indicates that the draft GMP/EIS, along with Section 7 reviews as
a part of the 9B regulations at specific sites, provides adequate
protection. Therefore, the final GMP/FEIS relative to oil and gas
development in the vicinity of RCW colony sites is hereby returned:
to the 500-foot distance. , : '

Conclusion

It is our determination that the proposed plan for management

"direction presented in the October 1991 Big Cypress National

Preserve General Management Plan and Final Environmental Impact
Statement and changes addressed in this document are in keeping
with Public Law 93-440 which established the preserve in 1974, -and
with other applicable laws and regulations. . Therefore, the
proposed plan in the General Management Plan, as herein modified,
is accepted and approved today as the management approach to be
followed at Big Cypress National Preserve. :
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STATEMENT OF FINDINGS FOR FLOODPLAINS AND WETLANDS

-

INTRODUCTION

Big Cypress National Preserve is in southern Florida. It was
established to ensure the preservation, conservation, and
protection of the natural, scenic, hydrologic, floral and faunal,
and recreational values of the Big Cypress watershed. The National
park Service (NPS) is also to provide for public enjoyment of these
protected resources. : ,

The National Park Service is in the process of adopting a General
Management Plan/Environmental Impact Statement (GMP/EIS) for the
preserve. Its purpose is to guide visitor use, natural and
cultural resource management, and general development for the next
10 to 15 years. This plan will state the NPS intent with regard
to managing the area's resources, providing for legislatively
authorized uses, and allowing for appropriate visitor use and

interpretation of the resources. The great majority of Big Cypress:

is both floodplain and wetlands, and some occupation of these
resources is unavoidable if visitor use and recreation are to be
provided.

Executive Orders 11988 ("Floodplain Management") and 11990
("Protection of Wetlands") require the NPS and other Federal
agencies to evaluate the likely impacts of actions in floodplains
and wetlands. The objectives of the executive orders are to avoid
to the extend possible the long- and short-term adverse impacts
associated with the occupancy, modification, or destruction of
floodplains and wetlands and to avoid indirect support of
development and new construction in such areas wherever there is
a practicable alternative. -

The purpose of this statement of findings is to presént the
rationale for -locating proposed actions in, and to document: the
anticipated effects on, floodplain and wetland values.
FLOODPLAINS AND WETLANDS WITHIN THE PROJECT AREA

Big Cypress National Preserve is centrally located between Miami

and Naples (see South Florida Region map in the General Management

Plan/Final Environmental Impact Statement). The southwestern
corner of the preserve, including the Ochopee and Burns Lake areas,
was mapped for floodplains by the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (flood insurance rate map #120067-0325A) . According to that
map, the headquarters and residential area at Ochopee are within
the 100-year floodplain. Flooding at Ochopee would be caused by
a hurricane storm surge and could flood the area to a depth of
8 feet above mean sea level. There are no areas within the
preserve in the coastal high hazard area, and no areas are subject
‘to flash flooding. '
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other floodplains have not been specifically mapped for the

preserve but are believed to closely coincide with wetlands that

are annually flooded (described below). The original preserve
boundary (prior to the enlargement of the preserve in 1988)
encloses most of a single watershed (approximately 5 percent of the
preserve lands are outside the Big Cypress watershed). The great
expanse of flood-prone wetlands in the region spreads runoff from.
storm-related rainfall and dampens the fluctuation of flood. This
dampening effect is indicated by the presence of hardwood hammocks

‘and pinelands, both upland types that are sensitive to flooding and

that occupy .sites only inches above normal high water in the
preserve. Consequently, for the majority of the preserve, the
100-year flood level is probably not much higher than normal high
water. -

Wetlands have been mapped by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as

_part of the National Wetlands Inventory. The majority of preserve

lands are . classified as wetlands with the exceptions being
scattered hardwood hammocks, some pinelands, and artificially
filled areas. Hydroperiod, the amount of time each year that soils
are saturated, is the major determinant of vegetative communities,
and a difference of only a few inches in elevation subsequently
changes the hydroperiod and leads to the establishment of totally
different plant communities. At the peak of the rainy season (May
through October) as much as 90 percent of the preserve is inundated
to depths ranging from a few inches to more than 3 feet. When the
dry season begins, the water levels recede until at its driest,
perhaps only 10 percent of the preserve is covered by water (i.e.,
the lowest areas such as ponds, cypress domes, and sloughs).

TﬁE PROPOSED ACTION IN RELATION TO FLOODPLAINS AND WETLANDS

The proposed action is described in detail in the General
Management Plan/Final Environmental Impact Statement. The proposed
developments provide the facilities necessary for a quality visitor
experience, while minimizing impacts on the preserve's resources.

The construction of NPS administrative, maintenance, and permanent
housing facilities would be restricted to existing filled or
disturbed upland sites at Ochopee, Oasis, and Pinecrest (see the
uGeneral Development" section of the GMP/EIS). to minimize any
effects on water resources and further occupation of wetlands.

The Ochopee area, including preserve headquarters and proposed Dona
Drive campground, is within the 100-year floodplain; therefore, the
National Park Service would continue to maintain an emergency
evacuation plan to protect lives and limit property damage. The
design of new structures or the. rehabilitation of existing
structures would conform to requirements minimizing storm damage
as contained in the National Flood Insurance Program's "Floodplain
Management Criteria for Flood-Prone Areas" (44 CFR 60.3).
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Constructing visitor use facilities will require filling of
wetlands. Fill will be needed at 10 of 15 proposed of f-road
vehicle (ORV) staging areas and seven other parking areas along
US 41, the Loop Road, and Turner River Road. Most of the filled
areas would be less than 0.5 acre and would require no more than
2,500 cubic yards of material per site. Some additional fill would
also be needed to improve existing campgrounds. Proposed NPS
developments would occupy 11.9 acres, and 3 acres of fill at
existing developments would be removed and surface flows restored,
for a net total loss of 8.9 acres of developed wetlands. To
mitigate for the loss of wetlands, alleviating drainage problems
related to the Loop Road, Turner River/Birdon roads, and Bear
Island Road would restore natural surface flows on an estimated

38,000 acres, thus improving the quality of the wetlands.

providing recreational roads, parking areas, and associated
facilities--including toilets, dumpster pads, and other proposed
amenities--within floodplains is an exempt’ action under NPS
guidelines for compliance with EO 11988 so long as flood-proofing
in design and construction is included. Providing boat-launching
ramps (which also would include airboat ramps) is functionally
dependent on being within the floodplain and NPS has determined
that there is no practical alternative site outside the floodplain.

As advised by the Florida Department of Environmental Regulation,
all development would be designed to minimize the size of the fill
pad and to avoid segmenting wetland communities. Wetland types
that have been identified by the NPS as important resource areas
would be avoided to the maximum extent possible (only 0.2 acre
would be in cypress strand/mixed hardwoods and 0.2 acre in marsh),
and wetland disturbance would be limited primarily to cypress
prairie (the remaining 8.5 ‘acres), which is one of the most
widespread and least productive vegetation types in the preserve
(Duever, et al, 1986; U.S. Forest Service 1980). Filling would be

mitigated by the removal of up to 100 acres of abandoned fill
material in wetlands from other areas of the preserve and the

region. Replacement wetlands will be of similar or greater
productivity than those taken.

In addition, natural resource management would emphasize the

perpetuation'of,floodplain and wetland values. The preserve would

actively assist private landowners and Federal, State, and local
regqulatory agencies in protecting wetlands that are outside the
preserve boundary, but whose use may affect preserxve resources.
Moreover, wetlands and floodplains would be used for their
educational, recreational, and scientific gqualities through
expanded interpretive programs and research emphasis.

The National Park Service has determined that the proposed action

conforms to State and local ordinances concerning floodplains,
wetlands, and coastal zone management. :
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ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

Three other alternatives are described in detail and assessed in
the General Management Plan/Final Environmental Impact Statement.
Under alternative A, as with the proposed action and alternative
B, more natural surface flows and hydroperiods would be restored
to as much as 38,000 acres through various restoration projects.
Alternative . A would provide more extensive visitor-related
developments and, therefore, would displace more wetlands than

under the status quo alternative or the proposed action. About

48 acres of wetlands would be filled. Impacts on floodplains and
wetlands due to oil and gas activities are expected to be lower
under alternative A than the status quo alternative. '

Alternative B is intended to provide a»primitive; challenging
visitor experience while minimizing visitor and vehicle presence

'_ in the backcountry. Under this alternative there would be .a net

reduction (rather than increase) in fill areas currently
disrupting surface flow on about 93 acres of wetlands as a result
of NPS-related developments. This would be due to the removal of
NPS facilities in the Ochopee area and site restoration. Under
this alternative, only 6 acres of undisturbed wetlands would be
displaced at other locations.

The status quo alternative describes the scenario that would occur
if conditions remained essentially as they are today. The
disruption because of inadequate drainage under the Loop Road and
the Bear Island Road and because of diverted surface flows would
continue. In addition, unreclaimed, abandoned roads and fill sites
would continue to divert or impound surface water. Displacement
from oil and gas activities could occur anywhere in the preserve,
and the limitation on oil and gas development effects to 10 percent

of the preserve at any one time would not apply. Consequently,

. overall oil and gas impacts under this alternative are expected to

be the highest of any alternative.
CONCLUSION

The National Park Service concludes that there is no pradticable
alternative to locating the proposed developments in the 100-year

floodplain and in wetland communities. Providing recreational.

roads, parking areas, and boat ramps is an exempt action under NPS
floodplain guidelines. Further, filling approximately 8.9 acres
of wetlands would be mitigated by removing abandoned fill material
and restoring original surface flows at other wetland sites in the
preserve and the region. Therefore, the NPS finds the proposed
action to be acceptable under Executive Orders 11988 and 11990.






UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

GENERAL MANAGEMENT PLAN
and
FINAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT
Volume 1

BIG CYPRESS NATIONAL PRESERVE
Collier, Monroe, and Dade Counties, Florida

The proposed action and three alternatives for the general management of Big Cypress National Preserve are
presented in this document, and the environmental consequences of their implementation are analyzed. The
National Park Service envisions the preserve as a nationally significant ecological resource —a primitive area where
ecological processes are restored and maintained and where cultural sites are protected from unlawful disturbance.
Visitors would have the opportunity to appreciate and learn about the preserve’s resources in a natural setting. The
proposed action would establish a 43- to 49-day general gun season divided into three quota hunts and one non-
quota hunt. Only bow hunting would be permitted in the Deep Lake unit. No dogs would be permitted in the Deep
Lake and Loop units, and only bird dogs and retrievers would be permitted in the rest of the preserve. Off-road
vehicle (ORV) use would be allowed with certain restrictions in all units except Loop and Deep Lake. The
interpretive program would be expanded, and recreational opportunities would be developed for canoeing, hiking,
camping, and picnicking. Two canals would be rehabilitated to restore more natural surface water flows. Oil and gas
exploration and development would be permitted to influence no more than 10 percent of the preserve at any one
time. Eleven important resource areas would be protected, including superior natural resource areas, areas essential
for maintaining water flow and quality, habitat necessary for the survival of threatened or endangered plant or animal
species, and native American cultural sites orimportant historic or archeological resources. Wildlife programs would
be expanded to protect species listed by the federal and state governments, and to improve habitat for white-tailed
deer. Feral hogs would be managed so long as they are considered as important prey for the Florida panther. Exotic
plants and animals would be selectively controlled. All sites on or eligible for listing on the National Register of
Historic Places would be protected, as would significant native American sites. Subject to the development of
reasonable regulations, Miccosukee and Seminole Indians would be allowed their usual and customary use and
occupancy of federal lands within the preserve. The regulations would be developed with the assistance of these
groups and other interested parties. With respect to environmental consequences, the proposed action would restore
more natural surface water flows to approximately 38,000 acres, would ensure the protection of important resource
areas, and would improve the habitat of the Florida panther. The number of hunters and total ORV recreational
users would probably decrease. More interpretive and recreational opportunities would be provided for the general
public. Proposed actions could inconvenience private property owners. Oil and gas owners, lessees, and operators
could be affected if their proposed oil and gas activities would influence more than 10 percent of the preserve,
potentially delaying additional development. The other alternatives include continuing management policies as of
1985-86 (status quo alternative), providing regional recreational opportunities (alternative A), and emphasizing the
preservation of both natural and cultural resources and allowing limited recreational opportunities (alternative B).
The status quo alternative would provide the least protection of important resource areas, would have no effect on
existing hunting and ORV use patterns, would provide few interpretive and recreational opportunities for general
visitors, and would result in no additional constraints on oil and gas owners, lessees, or operators. Alternative A
would provide moderate protection of important resource areas; hunters and ORYV users would be subject to
moderate restrictions compared to recent management; and genaral visitors would be offered more recreational and
interpretive opportunities. Actions could inconvenience private property owners. Qil and gas interests under
alternative A could be affected by limiting the influence of exploratory and development activities to no more than
10 percent of the preserve. Alternative B would provide the greatest level of protection for important resource areas,
a potential decrease in hunting by up to 75 percent, a decrease in ORV trails and use of ORVs for hunting, a limited
increase in interpretive and recreational opportunities for general visitors, inconvenience to private property owners,
and severe restrictions on oil and gas interests because of lack of access to most oil and gas resources. Comments
on the Draft General Management Plan / Draft Environmental Impact Statement, and National Park Service
responses, are printed in volume 2. .

For further information about this document, contact ,

Regional Director or Superintendent

Southeast Regional Office Big Cypress National Preserve
75 Spring Street, SW SR Box 110

Atlanta, GA 30303 _ Ochopee, FL 33943

(813) 695-2000






SUMMARY

The purpose of this General Management Plan / Final Environmental Impact Statement for Big
Cypress National Preserve is to guide visitor use, natural and cultural resource management,
and general development within the original boundary of the preserve for the next 10 to 15
years. Important resources, management issues, and alternative strategies to address the
issues are presented, along with the potential environmental consequences of implementing
those alternatives. (These topics will be addressed for the 146,000 acres added to the
preserve in 1988 in a later addendum to the general management plan.)

THE PROPOSED ACTION (GENERAL
MANAGEMENT PLAN) AND ALTERNATIVES

The National Park Service envisions Big Cypress National Preserve as a nationally significant
ecological resource — a primitive area where ecological processes are restored and maintained
and where cultural sites are protected from unlawful disturbance. Visitors would have the
opportunity to appreciate and learn about the preserve’s resources in a natural setting.

A proposed action and three alternatives have been considered. The overall direction of the
proposed action is to establish reasonable regulation of most existing uses and to provide
diverse recreational opportunities.

The proposed action would establish an interpretive program at the preserve, including six self-
guiding walks and several new wayside exhibits. Other visitor services would include a
designated canoe trail, six primitive frontcountry campgrounds, up to 50 backcountry shelters,
new picnic facilities at Oasis, and concessioner visitor services and ORV storage. Backcountry
camping would be allowed throughout the Turner River and Loop units and would be permitted
at designated sites in the Bear Island, Deep Lake, Corn Dance, and Stairsteps units. NPS
administrative and residential facilities would continue to be centered at Ochopee and Oasis.

Future hunting regulations would propose a 43- to 49-day general gun season, divided into
three 9-day quota hunts and a three-week non-quota hunt. Hunting with dogs for white-tailed
deer, feral hogs, and raccoons would be prohibited. Bird dogs and retrievers would be
permitted in all units except the Deep Lake and Loop units. The Loop unit would continue to
be a walk-in hunting area. The Deep Lake unit would be converted to a walk-in area and would
be reserved for bow hunting. Hunting of some type would be permitted up to a total of 171
days per year.

A total of 37 off-road vehicle (ORV) access points would be provided. In the Bear Island unit
specific ORV trails would be designated; in the Turner River, Corn Dance, and Stairsteps units
ORYV use would be dispersed by designating both trails and use areas. An ORV management
plan would be developed, and new regulations would be promulgated to address specific ORV
use, vehicle types, and area restrictions. Under these regulations only airboats would be
permitted in marshlands south and east of Gum and Dayhoff sloughs in the Stairsteps unit; a
designated buggy trail would be provided in the Lostmans Pines area. As at present, no ORVs
would be allowed in the Loop unit, and the Deep Lake unit would also be closed to ORVs. As
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many as 2,000 ORV permits would be issued annually. Tracked vehicles would be prohibited
in the preserve.

Under the proposed action, natural resource management would emphasize the restoration
of hydrological regimes by mitigating artificial obstructions and diversions affecting the Turner
River and Deep Lake Strand, improving flows under the Loop Road and through Paces Dike,
and other projects. The use of prescribed fire would be expanded to better manage vegetation
and wildlife habitat, as well as to reduce hazardous fuel accumulations. Special management
actions would be taken to protect species listed by federal and state law as endangered or
threatened, particularly the Florida panther, Cape Sable seaside sparrow, red-cockaded
woodpecker, bald eagle, and Liguus tree snails. Monitoring, research, habitat management,
and hunting regulations would be expanded to better manage white-tailed deer as a native
ungulate, a popular game species, and the primary prey of the endangered Florida panther.
Feral hogs would be managed as prey in areas where they may be important to the Florida
panther; they would be eliminated or controlled as an exotic species elsewhere.

All prehistoric and historic archeological sites (395 are currently known) would be evaluated
by the National Park Service and the Florida state historic preservation officer to determine
their eligibility for listing on the National Register of Historic Places. Eligible sites would be
managed for protection against vandalism, exotic plants and animals, fire, erosion, or other
destructive forces.

The National Park Service would work to establish and promiote good relations with
Miccosukee and Seminole people who reside in the preserve or use its resources. In
consultation with tribal groups and other interested parties, reasonable regulations to govern
the usual and customary use and occupancy of the preserve would be promulgated. Research
and documentation would be conducted to preserve native American ethnographic resources.

Oil and gas exploration and production operations would be managed so that no. more than
10 percent of the preserve would be influenced by these activities at any one time. Regulated
geophysical exploration would be allowed in all units, subject to applicable resource protection
stipulations. Surface occupancy for exploratory drilling and production operations would be
permitted only outside vegetation communities and cultural sites identified as important
resource areas. In the Bear Island unit new exploration and production activities would only
be permitted if the area of oil- and gas-related direct impact in the unit did not exceed the
current acreage in the unit of unreclaimed oil and gas access roads, pads, pipelines, and
geophysical survey lines. All operators proposing to conduct operations that are subject to
compliance with section 404 (dredge and fill requirements) of the Clean Water Act would be
required to perform appropriate mitigation. All plans of operations would be reviewed on a
case-by-case basis to ensure compliance with the preserve’s establishing legislation (Public
Law 93-440) and regulations at 36 CFR 9B. Site-specific mitigating actions for oil and gas
development would be guided by the preserve’s "Minerals Management Plan” (see appendix
C) and by a plan of operations for each project.

Of the three alternatives considered besides the proposed action, the status quo alternative
would continue existing programs, development, and trends as of 1985-86. Alternative A would
provide a level of management intermediate between the status quo alternative and the
proposed action and would involve the greatest amount of facility development. Conversely,
alternative B would provide the least development and the most conservative management of
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all. Table 21 in the text provides a comparison of actions under the proposed action and each
alternative.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

Twenty impact topics have been selected to analyze the potential consequences of the
proposed action and each alternative. Impact topics include surface water flows and water
quality, six important resource area vegetation types, six wildlife species, air quality, cultural
resources, and five user groups.

Implementation of the proposed action would better protect the preserve’s natural and cultural
resources, while providing for more appropriate recreation and reasonable regulation of
consumptive uses, than would either the status quo alternative or alternative A. Alternative B
would add further protection of natural and cultural resources, but it would provide less
opportunity for recreation. A detailed summary of the impacts of the proposed action and
alternatives is shown in table 22.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of a general management plan for Big Cypress National Preserve is to guide
visitor use, natural and cultural resource management, and general development for the next
10 to 15 years. The plan will be the National Park Service’s statement of intent with regard to
managing the area’s resources, providing for legislatively authorized uses, and allowing for
appropriate visitor use and interpretation of the resources.

The plan is needed to address problems and management concerns at the preserve that are
related to visitor use (including hunting, off-road vehicle [ORV] driving, and on-site interpretive
programs), the protection of plant and animal species listed as threatened or endangered (plus
species of special concern listed by the state), and the preservation of important natural and
cultural resource values (for example, the hydrological regime, critical vegetation types, and
archeological sites). To address these issues, the plan determines which lands are available
for public use and which lands are sensitive to oil and gas activity.

This General Management Plan/ Final Environmental Impact Statementpresents the proposed
action and three alternatives for the management of Big Cypress. It also analyzes the
environmental consequences of implementing them (see tables 21 and 22 for a summary of
the proposed action, the alternatives, and theirimpacts). This document fulfills the requirement
of the Fiscal 1989 Interior Department Appropriations Act (PL 100-446), which calls for
programmatic documentation in compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)
before future permits for seismic exploration may be issued.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE PRESERVE

Big Cypress National Preserve is in southern Florida, centrally located between Miami and
Naples (see South Florida Region map). It extends from the northern boundary of Everglades
National Park to 7 miles north of 1-75. Besides 1-75, US 41 is the other major highway across
the preserve. The original boundary of the preserve, established in 1974, contains 574,440
acres and encompasses one of the least developed watersheds in south Florida.

First-time visitors to Big Cypress see a flat, wet, primitive land. The area was named Big
Cypress because of its extent, not because of the size of its trees, and visitors drive for miles
through an expanse of open prairies dotted with cypress trees, distant pinelands, and tree
islands broken at intervals by dark, forested swamps. Wildlife is abundant — great blue herons,
anhingas, kingfishers, and alligators line the roadside canals and give visitors an exciting visual
focus. On the whole, first impressions are likely to be of an inhospitable land, with no firm
ground beyond the highway shoulders.

Seasoned visitors and residents, however, see another side of Big Cypress. Sportsmen pursue

recreational activities ranging from airboating to bow hunting. Naturalists study the area’s rich

natural history and its delicate ecological balances. And some Miccosukee Indians who make
‘their homes in the preserve depend on its resources for food, shelter, and spiritual needs.



PURPOSE OF AND NEED FOR A PLAN

For all of these people, however, Big Cypress must be experienced on its ownAterms. it never
becomes too familiar, and getting lost, stuck, or broken down is part of the challenge of this }
formidable land. : '

Natural Resources

Water is a principal natural resource of the entire south Florida region, and about 90 percent
of Big Cypress is flooded during the wet season. Because of the high annual rainfall (mean
annual precipitation is 54 inches, with approximately three-fourths falling during the summer)
and the flat limestone topography (a seaward slope of about 2 inches per mile), the inundation
lasts for several months beyond the actual rainfall period (Duever et al. 1986a). Because the
preserve is relatively undeveloped, it serves as a large natural reservoir and nutrient filter,
permitting natural biological processes to nourish diverse ecological communities distinctive
to south Florida. Throughout the wet season the water flows in a southwesterly direction
through the estuaries of western Everglades National Park. The ecology of the preserve is
finely tuned to the seasonal flow of water, and any interference can alter this sensitive
subtropical habitat. _

Extensive prairies and marshes, forested swamps, and shallow sloughs characterize the

preserve. Hydroperiod, the amount of time each year that soils are saturated, is the major
determinant of vegetative communities, and a difference of only a few inches in elevation
subsequently changes the hydroperiod and leads to the establishment of totally different plant
communities. At one time Big Cypress contained pristine cypress strands and old-growth
pinelands, but by 1950 virtually all the cypress strands of commercial value and much of the

pinelands within the preserve had been logged. The young cypress strands, mixed-hardwood

swamps, and pinelands in the preserve today are still recovering. Big Cypress is also noted ‘
for its widespread cypress prairies — natural grasslands dotted with stunted cypress trees.

. __ . ..Most wildlife species native to south Florida occur within the Big Cypress watershed. Ten
species are listed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as threatened or endangered, and 10
species are candidates for threatened or endangered status; an additional 14 species are listed
by the state of Florida as threatened, endangered, or of special concern. One of the United
States’ most endangered mammals, the Florida panther (Felis concolor coryi), is the subject
of an intensive recovery effort throughout the region, including the preserve.

Cultural Resources

Archeological surveys within the preserve have located 395 sites, including black earth
middens, sand mounds, transient camps, and rock accumulations. Some sites date back to
as early as 500 B.C. (the Glades | period). Six sites have been placed on the National Register
of Historic Places, and 12 are potentially eligible for listing. No historic structures in the
preserve are listed on the national register. The Monroe station on US 41 was evaluated by
the National Park Service and the Florida State Historic Preservation Office, and it was found
to have lost the integrity necessary for placement on the national register.

Based on the archeological evidence, Big Cypress was used year-round by early inhabitants
in a transitory hunting and gathering pattern. Agriculture was apparently insignificant, perhaps
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because rich plant, fish, and animal food sources were available. Land animals and seafood
were the primary sources of protein. Early cultures in the Big Cypress were not as highly
developed as other cultures in the Southeast, possibly because people relied on wild food
sources rather than cultivating crops, and the foods, especially shellfish, were not easily
preserved and stored for later use. Consequently, only a few large, relatively permanent
settlements have been identified.

Today Seminole and Miccosukee Indians depend on the preserve as a source of natural
materials for housing, crafts, and other cultural and religious uses.

Development and Use

South Florida has been the site of oil exploration since 1930. The first production well was
drilled in 1943 immediately northwest of the preserve on the Sunniland trend, a productive oil
and gas area that crosses the northern part of the preserve. Subsequent discoveries have
followed a northwest-southeast orientation along the northern and eastern boundaries of the
preserve, terminating at the northern boundary of Everglades National Park. Bear Island and
Raccoon Point are the two major producing oil fields in the preserve. The relatively recent
discoveries of oil and gas both within and adjacent to the preserve have prompted interest in
additional testing, including geophysical exploration as well as exploratory drilling. Most mineral
rights and subsurface estates remain with the respective private or state interests.

Recreational activities in the preserve include hunting, ORV driving, fishing, camping, and
hiking. White-tailed deer and feral hogs are the most popular large game animals, and hunters
are the primary users of ORVSs. Fishing is popular in borrow canals along major roads, and the
canals are also prime locations for wildlife viewing. Campgrounds and undeveloped campsites
are used mainly by hunters and winter visitors. The:principal hiking trail in the preserve is the
Florida National Scenic Trail, which ends at the Oasis ranger station.

NPS development in the preserve includes the Oasis ranger station on US 41 in the middle
of the preserve and the administrative headquarters on US 41 at Ochopee. Oasis serves as
the primary maintenance/operations center for the preserve. Housing is primarily at Ochopee.

The major tracts of nonfederal public land in the preserve are owned by the Florida State
School Board and the Dade County Port Authority, which operates the Dade-Collier Training
Airport (known as the Jetport). Some 200 small, privately owned parcels scattered throughout
the preserve are classified as improved properties and are exempt from acquisition unless
owners are willing to sell or the land is threatened with uses that could be detrimental to the
purposes of the preserve.

LEGISLATIVE MANDATES

Big Cypress National Preserve was established in 1974 by Public Law 93-440 for the purpose
of ensuring "the preservation, conservation and protection of the natural, scenic, hydrologic,
floral and faunal, and recreational values of the Big Cypress Watershed in the State of Florida
and to provide for the enhancement and public enjoyment thereof" (see appendix A). The
legislation andits history, as they relate to the general management plan, are discussed below.



Introduction

Legislative Background

. A review of the House and Senate reports leading to passage of PL 93-440 identifies two
fundamental resources in the preserve:

Water — The natural flow of freshwater (that is, the watershed) is key to the survival of
Everglades National Park as well as the integrity of the entire south Florida ecosystem.

‘Natural values — As important as the watershed, the natural, scenic, floral, and faunal
values are cited as being worthy of national recognition and protection on their own
merit. Recreation is discussed along with the natural values because the natural
resources provide opportunities for recreational pursuits.

The act states that the preserve, as a unit of the national park system, is to be administered
in @ manner that will ensure its "natural and ecological integrity in perpetuity.”

Use and Restrictions

The act and its legislative history identify the following six categories of use that are allowed
within the preserve (subject to reasonable regulation): '

uses associated with “improved properties”
exercise of rights associated with oil and gas
hunting
fishing

. trapping

certain Indian rights

The act further directs that rules and regulations necessary and appropriate to limit or control
the following uses be developed:

motorized vehicles

exploration for and extraction of oil, gas, and other minerals

grazing

the draining or constructing of works or structures that alter natural watercourses
agriculture

hunting, fishing, and trapping

new construction

such other uses as may need to be limited or controlled

The act gives specific guidelines regarding the development of rules and regulations for
hunting, fishing, trapping, and entry, as stated below:

The Secretary shall permit hunting, fishing, and trapping on lands and waters under his
jurisdiction within the preserve in accordance with the applicable laws of the United States
and the State of Florida, except that he may designate zones where and periods when no
" hunting, fishing, trapping, or entry may be permitted for reasons of public safety,
administration, floral and faunal protection and management, or public use and enjoyment.
Except in emergencies, any regulations prescribing such restrictions relating to hunting,
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fishing, or trapping shall be put into effect only after consultation with the appropriate State
agency having jurisdiction over hunting, fishing, and trapping activities.

The Senate and House reports (S. Rept. 93-1128 and H. Rept. 93-502) also give gundance as
to how ORVs are to be managed:

While the use of all-terrain vehicles must be carefully regulated . . . to protect the natural,
wildlife and wilderness values of the Preserve, the bill does not prohibit their use along
designated roads and trails.

Furthermore, the act permits the Miccosukee Tribe of Indians of Florida and members of the
Seminole Tribe of Florida,

subject to reasonable regulations, . . . to continue their usual and customary use and
occupancy . . . including hunting, fishing, and trapping on a subsistence basis and
traditional tribal ceremonies.

Vision for the Future of the Preserve

In accordance with the preserve’s establishing legislation, the National Park Service envisions
the preserve as a nationally significant ecological resource —a primitive area where ecological
processes are restored and maintained and where cultural sites are protected from unlawful
disturbance. Visitors have the opportunity to appreciate the natural resources, to relax in a
natural setting, to explore the landscape and test traditional backcountry skills, and to learn
more about the natural environment. Few conveniences are provided, and backcountry
facilities are limited to those necessary to manage recreational use for resource protection. For
the sake of protecting sensitive resources, access to the area is equitably controlled.

Planning Function

PL 93-440 and its legislative background give direction as to how the preserve is to be
managed. The record is clear on which uses should be allowed, and under what conditions
they should be regulated or restricted. Within these legislative parameters, the function of the
general management plan is to identify reasonable use and development actions that will
ensure that the resource values that caused Big Cypress to be included in the national park
system are adequately protected and that also allow for compatible public use and enjoyment.

The legislative history acknowledges the state’s cooperation in preserving the Big Cypress
area. In addition to complying with the provisions of the act, the general management plan
must also comply with all other applicable federal and state statutes and regulations.
Consideration will be given to the protection of historic objects and archeological resources
(National Historic Preservation Act and Archeological Resources Protection Act), floodplains
and wetlands (Executive Orders 11988 and 11990), coastal zone management (Coastal Zone
Management Act and the Florida coastal zone management program), air and water quality
(Clean Air Act and the Federal Water Pollution Control Act), and threatened or endangered
species (Endangered Species Act). Ten native species at Big Cypress are listed as
endangered or threatened, and 22 species are candidates for federal listing; in accordance
with the Endangered.Species Act, the National Park Service, as well as all other federal
agencies, must carry out programs for the conservation of listed species (16 USC 1536[a][1]).

8




PLANNING ISSUES AND MANAGEMENT CONCERNS

Planning issues and management concerns that are addressed in this document were
identified through meetings with concerned governmental agencies and the public (for
additional information see the "Consultation and Coordination” section). To a large extent, the
primitive character and biological richness of Big Cypress are due to its relative inaccessibility.
However, this is changing with increasing highway construction, oil and gas development, and
the growth of urban areas in south Florida. The central problem at Big Cypress is how to
provnde for equitable access and visitor use without |mpa|r|ng limited natural and cultural
resources or the beneficial experiences they provide. The issues and concerns that are related
to this problem are described below.

VISITOR USE ISSUES
Interpretation and Support Facilities

Few services are currently provided for the general public in Big Cypress. Most use is by
hunters, fishermen, ORV users, and owners of improved properties. Means of public access
to the backcountry are limited, and there are few opportunities for general visitors to learn
about and appreciate the unique resources found in Big Cypress.

Hunting

Hunting, together with off-road vehicle (ORV) use, is the most popular activity in the preserve.
The major game species are white-tailed deer and European feral hogs. These species,
however, are also important prey for the endangered Florida panther. Management of hunting:
is critical to the management of deer and hog populations and the success of panther
protection programs.

There are concerns about the ability of the preserve’s resources to sustain present levels of
hunting. Also fluctuating staffing levels at check stations and varying survey strategies have
not produced adequate information about deer and hog harvest rates within the preserve.
Without reliable information about the number of hunters and their success rates, it is more
difficult to establish hunting regulations that will ensure a quality experience for hunters and
the least adverse effects on the preserve’s natural resources.

Off-Road Vehicle Use

Currently ORVs can access the preserve at almost any location, and they are free to travel
almost anywhere, with ORV trails crisscrossing much of the preserve. Only the Loop unit, the
Eleven Mile Road, and the Florida National Scenic Trail are closed to ORV use. During the
1989-90 season the National Park Service issued 2,012 permits for ORVs. Vehicle types
include traditional swamp buggies and also the smaller, more mobile all-terrain vehicles
(ATVs). Hunters are the primary users of ORVs. Unlimited ORV access and use could result
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in short-term and cumulative adverse impacts on the preserve’s resource values, as well as
lessen the quality of the visitor experience for all recreationists.

Under Executive Orders 11644 and 11989 the National Park Service is required to manage
ORYV use under a policy that national park system lands will be closed to such use except for
those areas or trails that are suitable and specifically designated as open. Whenever it is
determined that ORV use will cause or is causing considerable adverse effects on resources,
the Park Service must immediately close such areas or trails until the effects have been
eliminated and actions implemented to prevent future reoccurrence.

Hiking

The Florida National Scenic Trail ends at the Oasis ranger station, and a total of 42 miles of
the trail are within the 1974 preserve boundary. Portions of established ORYV trails were used
in designating the Florida trail; consequently, conflicts between ORV users and hikers are
frequent. ORV use of hiking trails also erodes the trail surface and promotes flooding, making
hiking difficult.

Camping

Both frontcountry and backcountry camping are allowed in the preserve. Six primitive
frontcountry campgrounds have been located on abandoned fill sites; the sites are
unorganized, and the campgrounds have no sanitary facilities. This type of unregulated use
creates public health and safety problems, can result in resource degradation, and is a poor
quality visitor experience. Some 200 backcountry properties were classified as trespass
properties, which means they did not meet the criteria for exemption from federal acquisition
as listed in PL 93-440; these properties are being removed, affecting opportunities for
backcountry camping for both former trespass camp users and the general public.

NATURAL RESOURCE ISSUES
Hydrology

The quality, quantity, seasonality, and distribution of surface water affect all biological
communities in the Big Cypress swamp and in downstream Everglades estuaries. Since
development in similar south Florida environments has repeatedly illustrated the sensitivity of
these communities to hydrologic perturbations, comparable developments within Big Cypress
are important natural resource issues.

Canal and road construction are two categories of development that have already altered
portions of the Big Cypress watershed through diversion or obstruction of natural flows.

Oil and gas development represents a major continuing natural resource management issue
for the preserve. Development at Raccoon Point and in the Bear Island unit is already
underway. Continued development, if improperly designed or operated, could result in
degradation of the preserve’s water regime and hydrologically sensitive resources.
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Excessive water use could occur locally as a result of irrigating agricultural lands. The water
levels at Big Cypress are critical to the ecosystem because of the relatively narrow tolerances
of plant communities. Any abrupt changes in the water level regimes ~ even of just a few
inches — could result in major changes in the ecology of the preserve.

Nutrient contamination could occur locally as a result of inadequate sanitary facilities at some
visitor sites or perhaps from new agricultural development adjacent to the preserve. Recent
research in similar Everglades environments has shown that even small elevations in nutrient
concentrations can cause significant changes in native ecosystems.

Minerals

Exploration for and development of private-oil, gas, and other minerals within the preserve is
allowed under PL 93-440, subject to NPS regulation, unless the secretary of the interior
determines that such uses are detrimental to the purposes of the preserve. In that event, the
National Park Service would notify and petition Congress for the funds to acquire the mineral
estate. Bear Island and Raccoon Point are the only actively producing oil fields in the preserve
at present, but the likelihood of future developments is great, especially on the Sunniland
trend. Geophysical surveys to locate and evaluate oil and gas reserves for potential
development have been conducted throughout the preserve in the past and will likely take
place in the future. The locations and timing of these future exploration and development
operations must be weighed against the preservation of natural and cultural resources and the
provision of quality visitor experiences.

Vegetation

The Big Cypress region is noted for its diversity of native plant species, which has been
caused by the overlap in the distribution of temperate and-tropical plants,-and upwards of
1,600 species have been identified. However, the region has been-invaded by numerous exotic
plants, and if left unchecked, . three exotic species in particular — Australian pine, Brazilian
pepper, and melaleuca — could eventually occupy much of the preserve lands. Melaleuca has
invaded some 60 square miles in the preserve at the expense of native species. Australian
pine and Brazilian pepper have invaded disturbed sites and created screens along roads,
blocking motorists’ views. '

Fire Management

Big Cypress National Preserve experiences the largest fire load of any unit within the national
park system, both in terms of numbers of fires and often in annual expenditures for fire
suppression. Fire is an integral part of the ecology of south Florida, and most plant
communities are not only highly susceptible to fire but in fact depend on periodic burning for
their survival.

A fire management plan has been developed that concentrates on suppression activities and

the use of prescribed fire to reduce hazardous fuel levels in high arson areas, particularly
along major roads. Prescribed burning is also used to maintain pastures on lands leased for

1
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grazing and nesting habitat for the red-cockaded woodpecker and Cape Sable seaside
sparrow. Even with current efforts, however, much of the preserve’s interior needs a broader
application of prescribed fire for better management of natural communities. The absence of
periodic fire has caused advanced plant succession, a shift in wildlife habltat and the
accumulation of hazardous fuel levels in some portions of the preserve.

Wildlife

Big Cypress has an exceptional concentration of rare and protected species. The endangered
Florida panther, the Cape Sable seaside sparrow, the red-cockaded woodpecker, and the
state-protected Liguus tree snails are of particular concern. White-tailed deer and European
feral hogs are important as panther prey and as game species. Issues and management
concerns about protected species, and deer and hogs, are discussed in more detail below:

Protected species — The Florida panther is under extreme threat of extinction, and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimates that only 30 to 50 individuals remain in the wild
in south Florida. Problems affecting the panther, as cited in the Florida Panther Revised
Recovery Plan (USFWS 1987a) are low population numbers, depressed genetic viability,
increased human presence within panther habitat, disease and parasntes and reduced
prey base.

. At this time there is no unified program for managing the Cape Sable seaside sparrow.
Some burning for habitat has been done, but management has not been consistent. An
intensive survey of sparrow habitat was conducted in 1981 (NPS, Bass and Kushlan
1982h), but there is no established monitoring program.

" Habitat maintenance for the red-cockaded woodpecker requires periodic burning.
Monitoring and prescribed burning of known colonies has been a continuing effort.

Liguus tree snails are popular with collectors because of the various shell color patterns.
Snail populations are restricted to individual hammocks, but the shell markings vary from
hammock to hammock, resulting in vivid examples of genetic speciation. Snail varieties
in the species Liguus fasciatus are listed by the state as a species of special concern.
On occasion some collectors have intermingled snails of various color forms, and in

some instances they have introduced varieties from other locations.

Deer and hog management — White-tailed deer and European feral hogs are preyed
on by panthers and sought as game by hunters. Hunting may reduce the prey base for
the panther, putting further stress on that already endangered species. Perhaps more
important, human activity in panther habitat during the hunting season is disturbing to
panthers, affecting their movements and behavuor

The most controversial exotic animal in the preserve is the feral hog. As an exotic
species, there are concerns that hogs could be displacing native animal species and that
rooting activities could be damaging native plants and animals, along with archeological
resources. However, a positive factor is that hogs are apparently an |mportant food
source for panthers in areas where deer are scarce.

12
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CULTURAL RESOURCE ISSUES

Of the 395 known archeological sites (both historic and prehistoric), many of them are on dry
hammocks where there is potential for adverse impacts from oil and gas exploration, ORV use,
hunters’ camps, pothunters, grazing, changing water levels, exotic plants, feral hog rooting,
armadillo burrowing, and vandalism. Pothunting and vandalism, along with burrowing by hogs
and armadillos, appear to be the most serious threats. Pothunter vandalism has affected
approximately 14 of the larger, more readily visible archeological sites, as well as Miccosukee
and Seminole sites. The stratigraphy of resource sites has been changed by the roots of the
exotic Brazilian pepper and Australian pine. Some damage to cultural resources may have
occurred at the sites of hunting camps and inholdings because many of these same sites were
historically used as habitation sites. ORV use has created erosion problems at some sites.
Peat fires could cause compaction and loss or alteration of carbonized plant remains. Access
roads for oil and gas development could provide easier access to remote archeological sites,
increasing the risk for pothunter vandalism. If not properly sited, future oil and gas exploration
and development could also affect archeological sites. ¢

RELATED ISSUES AND CONCERNS

Relationship of the General Management Plan
to Other NPS Planning Efforts and Management Actions

The final general management plan will determine the guiding management philosophy for the
area within the original boundaries of Big Cypress National Preserve, and it will provide
strategies for addressing issues and achieving management objectives over the life of the plan,
usually 10 to 15 years. Based on those strategies, necessary developments and further actions
will be identified for efficient protection, use, and operations. Following the approval of the
general management plan, more detailed implementing plans, or action plans, will be
developed to carry out the plan concepts.

The general management plan is a direction-setting document that serves as the basis for
proposing management actions dealing with issues such as hunting, ORV use, and other forms
of public use. Once the general management plan has been approved, the implementation of
actions concerning hunting and ORV use will require promulgation of rules and regulations.
Under this process the public will again have the opportunity to comment on specific proposals.
As such the general management plan, in and of itself, does not provide the exclusive basis
for the adoption of future rules and regulations.

In various sections of this document options are also discussed regarding the scope and
nature of oil and gas exploration and development. Limitations on exploration and development
are proposed for the total area of the preserve as well as significant restriction on these
activities in the southern area of the preserve. In this regard the authorizing legislation and
NPS acquisition strategy have focused on not acquiring mineral interests, particularly because
of the costs involved. The acquisition of these interests would only be considered if the
exploration or development would be detrimental to the purposes of the preserve, and thereby
should not occur, even under the protection of existing regulations. In view of the possibility
that oil and gas development might have to be precluded prospectively in certain areas of the
preserve, any regulatory strategy must give consideration to (1) the fact that the oil and gas

13
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is privately owned; (2) the guidance of Executive Order 12630 ("Governmental Actions and
Interference with Constitutionally Protected Property Rights"); and (3) avoiding the acquisition
of these interests outside of the budgetary process, for example, by inverse condemnation.
Accordingly, in the event the National Park Service denies a plan-of operations based on
anticipated, unacceptable levels of environmental impacts resulting from the proposed
operations (i.e., exploration or development), and the denial is viewed as a potential for the
taking of property interests, funds will be sought immediately from Congress to acqunre the
affected mineral estate.

The approved general management plan will require that several action plans prepared over
the last few years for Big Cypress be revised and updated. These include the 1982
Environmental Assessment for Fire Management, the 1982 General Development Plan, the
1983 Proposed Sensitive Resource Areas map, and the 1984 Ipt_egpr_egyeﬂ_a_n, The 1984
Land Protection Plan (revised 1986 and 1988) discusses protection requirements for
nonfederal lands or interests in lands within the original preserve boundaries; this plan will be
revised to reflect the direction of the final general management plan and to respond to the
1988 expansion of the preserve boundary. The 1980 Wilderness Recommendation found that
none of the lands within Big Cypress were suitable for wilderness at that time. The conclusions
of that study are still valid. The preserve’s Resources Management Plan is updated annually.

A "Minerals Management Plan" is included in this document as appendix C. It focuses on
specific surface protection stipulations and actions needed to protectimportant resource values
within those areas of the original preserve open to oil and gas activity. The "Minerals
Management Plan" is based on preservewide and unit-specific management objectives that
were developed as part of the general management planning process.

The proposed action and all the alternatives in this document recognize and incorporate the
general directions and provisions of the.authorizing legislation concerning native American
rights of usual and customary use and occupancy, and maximum participation in any
authorized future revenue-producing visitor services in the preserve. It is the policy of the
National Park Service that management actions affecting native Americans be implemented
in a knowledgeable, aware, and sensitive manner. Ethnographic information about the usual
and customary practices of the Miccosukees and Seminoles who use Big Cypress is lacking,
as is information about potential impacts of such use on natural and cultural resources. Further
consultation with the Miccosukee and Seminole groups is ongoing, and reasonable regulations
for protecting their rights and preserve resource values, as called for in the authorizing
legislation, will be developed separately from this general management plan.

Public Law 100-301, the Big Cypress National Preserve Addition Act, was approved April 29,
1988, when this general management planning process was already underway. The act
authorizes the acquisition of about 146,000 acres north and west of the preserve. Because
there is little resource information available about the addition lands, and because NPS access
to the new lands has been limited, this document only applies to lands within the borders of
the preserve as described in the 1974 legislation. An addendum to the general management
plan will be prepared for the additional lands once sufficient resource and use data have been
collected.

PL 100-301 also directs the National Park Service to cooperate with the state of Florida to
develop three recreation access points along |-75 within the original preserve boundary or on

14
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the new lands. This document only addresses recreational access off I-75 within the original
preserve boundary. Recreational access off I-75 was comprehensively addressed in the /-75
Recreational Access Plan / Environmental Assessment (NPS 1990b) and its accompanying
“Finding of No Significant Impact" (NPS 1991b). Recreation access points and associated
facilities for the new lands will be addressed in the addendum. :

Relationship of the Plan to State Programs

Park resources and visitor enjoyment are vulnerable to impairment by pollutants, visual
intrusions, odors, noise, and other impacts associated with land development, mineral
extraction, utility line construction, distant power plant operations, and aircraft overflights. It is
the policy of the Department of the Interior and the National Park Service to take the initiative
to work cooperatively with others to anticipate, avoid, and resolve potential threats. Such
management requires long-range strategic planning, accurate scientific data, a sensitivity to
cross-boundary effects of management decisions, as well as a commitment to cooperate in the
identification and implementation of regionally coordinated management strategies. The
National Park Service will continue to consult with other agencies in their land use planning
and will continue to review environmental documents related to regional land use proposals.
The primary purpose of these activities will be to provide information about potential impacts
on park resources and visitor enjoyment and to identify actions that could be taken to avoid
any impairment of park values.

The state of Florida has several established programs to help protect resource values both
within and outside the preserve boundaries. These programs are described below.

Florida Area of Critical Concern. The Florida Environmental Land and Water Management
Act of 1972 established procedures for designating areas with environmental or natural
resources of regional or statewide importance as areas of critical concern. The Big Cypress
area (see South Florida Region map) was designated as such an area by the Florida
Legislature with the passage of the Big Cypress Conservation Act of 1973. That act set the
boundaries of the critical area and established a process for developing land regulations,
controls, and stipulations to govern the area. The boundaries include the national preserve,
contiguous land and water areas that are ecologically linked with Everglades National Park,
estuarine fisheries of south Florida, and the freshwater aquifer of south Florida. The area of
critical concern was expanded in 1987 to include the lands added to the preserve in 1988.
Under this law the state must approve the comprehensive plan and land development
regulations for any local government within an area of critical state concern. In addition, any
such local government must bring its comprehensive plan and land development regulations
into conformance with the objectives, principles, and intent of the state laws.

"Save Our Everglades" Program. In 1983 Florida instituted the "Save Our Everglades”
program. The objective of the program is by the year 2000 to make the south Florida
Everglades, including Big Cypress, more like it was in 1900 than it is today. The program
provided much of the impetus behind the 1988 federal legislation expanding the boundaries
of Big Cypress National Preserve. "Save Our Everglades" continues to be a focus for
hydrological and other environmental initiatives in south Florida.
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Outstanding Florida Waters. The waters within Big Cypress have been designated by the
state as "special waters" because of their exceptional recreational and ecological significance
(Florida Administrative Code, chapter 17-3.041). The waters are to be preserved in a
nondegraded state and protected in perpetuity for the benefit of the public. Industrial,
commercial, and residential wastewater discharge (treated or untreated) and dredge and fill
operations are prohibited except where clearly in the public interest. Storm-water discharge is
~ permitted only if it has been treated according to strict state standards.

Coastal Zone Management Program. The Florida coastal zone management program was
adopted through the Florida Coastal Management Act of 1978. The program gives the state
oversight responsibilities in controlling dredge and fill operations, pollution abatement, and
other environmental concerns. As required by the federal Coastal Zone Management Act of
1972, the National Park Service has reviewed the state coastal zone management program
and has determined that the final general management plan for Big Cypress National Preserve
is consistent with the state program (see appendix G).

State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan. Outdoor Recreation in Florida — 1989,
- prepared by the Florida Department of Natural Resources, assesses recreational needs for 11
regions in the state. Region IX includes Big Cypress National Preserve and the surrounding
area. Table 1 lists the relative need for selected activities in region IX; however, it does not

include recreational activities dependent on saltwater or user-oriented activities (e.g. golf, -

baseball, shuffleboard) because they are not applicable to the preserve. ORV use, a popular
activity in the Big Cypress, was not considered in the state’s plan.

The state recreation plan also evaluated the activities in table 1 against available resources

and facilities. It concluded that region IX needs an additional 547.5 miles of bicycle trails, 109.2

miles of horseback riding trails, 32.8 miles of hiking trails, 2.6 miles of public freshwater beach,
and 1.6 miles of bank available to the public for freshwater fishing. Available resources and
facilities for the other listed activities are described in the state plan as adequate for the
anticipated 1995 demand. in Big Cypress additional opportunities exist for bicycle riding, hiking,

and freshwater bank fishing. Even though horseback riding is not a traditional activity in the -

preserve, some areas could accommodate this activity during dry perlods There are no
freshwater beaches in the preserve.

TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF DEMAND FOR SELECTED, RESOURCE-BASED
OUuTDOOR RECREATIONAL ACTIVITIES IN REGION IX

RECREATIONAL PROJECTED 1995 RECREATIONAL PROJECTED 1995

AcTiviTY USER-OCCASIONS (x 1,000) AcTmiviTY USeER-OCCASIONS (x 1,000)
Bicycle riding 9,785 ~ Hiking 748
Freshwater beach activities 1,901 Horseback riding : 682

Picnicking 1,580 Freshwater fishing (non-boat) s11

Visiting archeological/historic sites 1,019 Canoeing 374
Freshwater fishing (boat) 902 . Tent camping 304

RV#railer camping 858 Hunting 250

Nature study 855 Freshwater boat ramp use 240

Source: Florida Depa.rtment of Natural Resources 1989.
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Issues beyond the Scope of the General Management Plan

Several issues, including some that were raised during planning meetings, have either been
addressed as separate issues or were determined to be beyond the scope of the general
management plan. These are discussed below:

Boundary expansion — As discussed in the previous section, the management of
lands newly authorized for addition to Big Cypress under PL 100-301 will be addressed
in an addendum to the final general management plan.

Status of trespass properties — PL 93-440 listed specific criteria for exempting certain
properties from federal acquisition (sec. 3; see appendix A). The criteria for acquisition
have been challenged in federal court and have been upheld as appropriate.
Consequently, the general management plan will not address this issue.

Grazing — There are six active leases for grazing on 32,000 acres in the preserve. Five
of the leases are in the Bear Island unit and one is in the northern Deep Lake unit. The
leases date from October 11, 1974, or before, and they can only be renewed during
the lifetime of the permittee or spouse; they are not transferable. The leases are
gradually being phased out as existing lessees end operations, and it is probable that
most grazing leases will be ended during the life of the general management plan.
Therefore, grazing is not discussed as an issue in this document.

Construction of I-75 through Big Cypress ~ The conversion of Florida 84 to 1-75
(construction of two additional lanes) was anticipated in PL 93-440 (sec. 4(b); see
appendix A). The National Park Service has consulted with the Florida Department of
Transportation and the Federal Highway Administration in the road design and has
reviewed environmental documentation for the project. The Park Service is working with
other agencies involved in the project to monitor road construction to ensure that
mitigating measures are implemented. The only issue addressed in the general
management plan is providing recreational access off I-75 within the original preserve.

Dade-Collier Transition and Training Alrport — In 1969 Dade County completed and
put into operation a Jetport on a 39-square-mile tract (23,481 acres). The purpose of
this facility initially was to provide air carrier training relief to Miami International Airport;
over the long term it was envisioned that the Jetport would be enlarged to provide
additional air carrier capacity for commercial aviation in south Florida. Environmentai
concerns and proposals for protecting the Big Cypress watershed prompted an
agreement (known as the Jetport Pact) between the federal government, the state of
Florida, Collier County, and Dade County not to enlarge the Jetport. Under the terms
of the agreement the federal government and. the state of Florida were to provide a
new airport site similarly equipped to the current Jetport, and Dade County was to deed
the Jetport property to the federal government. After the establishment of Big Cypress
National Preserve in 1974, it was anticipated that when the pact was executed, the
Jetport lands would be transferred to the preserve. In 1983, however, the pact was
allowed to expire without being renewed by the state of Florida and the federal
government. The Jetport property remains a nonfederal inholding within the preserve.
It is identified for acquisition in the preserve’s Land Protection Plan, but without the
pact there is no mechanism for conveying the property to the federal government. (The
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legislation establishing the preserve [PL 93-440] allows for the acquisition of public

lands only through donation.) The resolution of this issue will require either the renewal

of the-pact or the establishment of some other agreement for acquisition between Dade .
County and the federal government.

Overflights of military aircraft — In 1988 the U.S. Air Force proposed the establish-
ment of a military operations area that would include portions of the lands that had
been added to the preserve north of I-75 (Alligator Alley). The proposal was to conduct
high performance air-to-air and air-to-ground tactical aircrew proficiency training down
to 100 feet above ground level at a minimum of 250 knots. The air force announced
that an environmental impact statement would be released for public comment
sometime in 1991. After evaluation, the National Park Service objected to the initial
proposal on environmental and public safety grounds. The Park Service also raised the
more fundamental question of whether military overflights were intended by Congress
as an appropriate use of the addition lands (PL 100-301). The National Park Service
intends to pursue these objections as part of the environmental planning process to be
undertaken by the air force. '

Global climate change - Long-term global monitoring of carbon dioxide has shown -
that the average concentrations of this greenhouse gas have been increasing. Some
of the lorig-term consequences of this increase are possible warmer mean atmospheric
temperatures, rising mean sea level, changes in climatological precipitation regimes,
and changes in typical storm frequency and intensity.

Areas like Big Cypress, which are near sea level, have little topographic gradient, and

contain terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems that are highly sensitive to changes in
precipitation patterns, may be the first areas to exhibit alterations as a result of global ‘
climate change. The potential timing of such changes are unknown but are probably

beyond the 15-year life of this plan. If conditions substantially change within the next

15 years, this issue will be reassessed, and the general management plan will be

revised as necessary.

Other management issues — Many specific management issues and alternatives that
were raised during public involvement meetings were considered to be too detailed for
inclusion in the general management plan or were inappropriate given the legislative
mandates for the preserve. Suggestions ranged from changing the legislated
wilderness boundaries in Everglades National Park to specifying methods, seasons, or
bag limits for various small game. Many suggestions have been passed on to field
managers for their consideration, but they have not been considered as major issues
in this plan (see "Consultation and Coordination" for a discussion of these topics).
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PLANNING PERSPECTIVE

The development of the proposed action and the alternatives was guided by the preserve’s
establishing legislation, the identification of important resource areas, the development of a
management zoning scheme to protect those resources and based on the NPS Management
Policies (NPS 1989a), the establishment of planning units, and the development of planning
objectives. Each of these was a discrete step in the planning process, and the results are
described briefly in this section to give readers a context for understanding the proposed action
and alternatives. The interrelationships between these steps is shown graphically in the Land
Use Planning Process figure.

IMPORTANT RESOURCE AREAS

Before any alternatives were developed, important resource areas were identified, analyzed,
and-mapped. The criteria for determining such areas included the following:

superior examples of the natural, scenic, hydrologic, floral, faunal, and recreational
values for which the preserve was established

-areas essential for maintaining water flow and quality to protect the ecological integrity
of the preserve and Everglades National Park

habitat necessary for the continued survival of federally recognized threatened or
endangered species of plants and wildlife

native American cultural sites, or important historic or archeological resources

Once these criteria were determined, information on the resources from NPS research, other
federal and state agencies, and scientific literature was assembled and mapped. As part of this
effort a detailed vegetation map was prepared by using infrared aerial photographs taken by
the U.S. Geological Survey in 1984. Vegetation types that were identified as important
resource values were plotted on a series of overlays, as were the remaining important
resource areas. The identification of resource areas set many of the parameters for developing
the alternatives. The designation of an important resource area does not automatically exclude
use. Appropriate types and levels of use are recommended under various alternatives where
compatible with the resource values and management objectives.

The important resources are described below. These descriptions may be modified as a result
of new information or changing conditions.

Cypress strands / mixed-hardwood swamps / sloughs and cypress domes -

Strands, swamps, and sloughs are the major corridors of water flow in Big Cypress and
are equally important to the Everglades ecosystem. Any interruption of this flow could
have widespread adverse effects in both Big Cypress and Everglades. Strands,
swamps, and sloughs also contain numerous rare and protected plants; species of
concern include epiphytes, certain ferns, and rare trees (see "Affected Environment”
section). This resource type also includes cypress domes, which provide pockets of
permanent water and wildlife habitat similar to cypress strands.
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Planning Perspective

Marshes — Marshes also have long hydroperiods, and any major alteration of water
flow through this community could adversely affect both Big Cypress and Everglades.
Marshes provide essential habitat for wading birds, including feeding habitat for the,
endangered wood stork, and the endangered Cape Sable seaside sparrow.

Hardwood hammocks — Hammocks are small tree-islands scattered throughout the
preserve. Unlike other vegetation types in Big Cypress, hammocks are rarely flooded
and tend to resist burning. They contain the majority of archeological sites known in the
preserve. Many plant species in hammocks are rare, threatened, or endangered,
ranging from small epiphytes to large trees. Wildlife species using hammocks include
the state-protected Liguus tree snails and the federally listed endangered Florida
panther.

Old-growth pinelands — Old-growth pinelands in the preserve have never been
logged. This forest type was once predominant throughout the southern coastal plain,
but old-growth stands have been severely reduced by logging, development, and other
land uses. In Big Cypress the old-growth pinelands are collectively among the largest
such vegetative associations remaining in south Florida. Old-growth stands are
essential habitat for the endangered red-cockaded woodpecker. (The old-growth
pineland area shown on the Important Resource Areas map is an estimate based on
aerial photography and past pine harvesting.)

Mangrove forests — Mangrove forests help mitigate the destructive power of storm
waves and contribute to estuarine food chains. They are important nurseries and
spawning grounds for many estuarine and marine species. Mangroves also provide
essential habitat for the manatee, American crocodile, and other protected species.

Red-cockaded woodpecker colonies — The red-cockaded woodpecker is a federal
endangered species. There are an estimated 40 colonies in the preserve, the largest
concentration known south of Lake Okeechobee.

Cape Sable seaside sparrow habitat — Big Cypress is one of three remaining
population centers for the Cape Sable seaside sparrow, a federally endangered
species. The Cape Sable sparrow only occupies seasonally flooded, freshwater
marshes. The estimated 3,000 birds in Big Cypress represent about half of the known
population.

Bald eagle nests — Three active bald eagle nesting sites are within the preserve. The
bald eagle is an endangered species.

Known Florida panther areas — The Florida panther is under extreme risk of
extinction and is federally protected as an endangered species. Survey work in the last
eight years has documented that panthers use virtually the entire preserve. Portions
of the preserve where panther sign or radio-tracked panthers have been consistently
found since intensive research began in 1985 have been identified and mapped.

Miccosukee Indian cultural sites — Eleven Indian villages are along US 41 and the

Loop Road. Most of the 150 individuals who live in Big Cypress are independent
Miccosukee Indians who do not belong to the federally recognized tribe and who do
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not choose to live on reservation land. As provided in the establishing legislation,
Miccosukees and Seminoles may collect traditional subsistence materials and continue
their religious practices in the preserve, subject to reasonable regulations. Ceremonial
sites are regarded as important resource areas, but they are not shown on the map to
ensure privacy and prevent vandalism.

Archeological sites — A total of 395 sites have been found within the preserve. These
sites may contain valuable information on past occupations of the area by prehistoric
people. Sites are protected under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as
amended, and the Archeological Resource Protection Act of 1979. The sites are not
shown on the Important Resource Areas map in order to prevent vandalism.

MANAGEMENT ZONING

A Management Zoning map has been developed to indicate the management emphasis for
specific lands and waters within the preserve. The management zones take into account
important resources, development, environmental constraints, legal mandates, and other
factors. Most of the preserve will be managed as a natural zone to ensure the protection of
important resource areas, and relatively small areas will be zoned for cultural resource
management, NPS development, and special uses. Management zones and subzones are
described below and are based on the legislation that established the preserve, NPS policies,
the nature of the resources, the desired visitor experience, and established uses.

Natural Zone

Lands and waters in the natural zone will be managed to conserve natural resources and
processes while accommodating uses and experiences that do not adversely affect the area’s
ecological integrity. The natural zone is subdivided into the important natural resource areas
subzone; special concern subzones for the Florida panther, red-cockaded woodpecker, Cape
Sable seaside sparrow, and bald eagle; and the natural environment subzone. The petroleum
development subzone is also included because areas occupied by oil and gas facilities would
eventually be reclaimed and restored to a natural condition.

Important Natural Resource Areas Subzone. This subzone consists of the ecological
communities identified as important resource areas; therefore, it will be managed to restore
and perpetuate natural processes and to limit disruptive activities. Established dispersed uses
such as hunting, fishing, ORV use, grazing, camping, and hiking will be permitted and
controlled. Additional long-term intensive uses such as oil and gas activity will be strictly
regulated, or the rights acquired if necessary. The approximate acreage is 260,000.

Florida Panther Special Concern Subzone. This subzone consists of areas where panther
sign and radio-tracked panthers have been frequently and consistently found. Even though
evidence of panthers has been found in other parts of the preserve, this subzone encompass-
es the areas where there is documented panther activity. This subzone overlaps the important
natural resource areas and other subzones. In this subzone special management actions will
be taken to increase the panther prey-base and to reduce and control potential human
disturbance to panthers. The approximate acreage is 372,000.
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Planning Perspective

Red-Cockaded Woodpecker Special Concern Subzone. This subzone includes-all known
red-cockaded woodpecker colonies in the preserve. Known colonies are in the Turner River,
Corn Dance, and Stairsteps units. The subzone is defined by nesting trees and a 1,600-foot
buffer area. Special management actions will be taken to prevent disturbance to nesting birds,
and habitat will be maintained principally by prescribed burning. This subzone overlaps with
other subzones in the natural zone and includes 32 sites totaling approximately 6,000 acres.
Additional acreage may be added if new colonies are located.

Cape Sable Seaslde Sparrow Special Concern Subzone. This subzone contains Cape

~ Sable seaside sparrow habitat in marsh and wet prairie in the Stairsteps unit. Like the subzone

for the red-cockaded woodpecker, this subzone will be managed to prevent disturbance to
nesting birds, and habitat will be maintained by prescribed burning. This subzone overlays with
other subzones of the natural zone and includes roughly 6,400 acres. -

Bald Eagle Special Concern Subzone. All known bald eagie nesting trees and a 1,500-foot
buffer area around each tree (USFWS, Murphy et al. 1984) are included in this subzone. The
three nesting trees that are known to be actively used are all in the Stairsteps unit. This
subzone will be managed to prevent disturbance to nesting eagles. The subzone overlaps with
other subzones in the natural zone and includes about 500 acres.

Petroleum Development Subzone. Preserve lands currently used for il and gas operations
(including oil pads, pipelines, and roads maintained by petroleum companies) are classified
as part of the petroleum development subzone. As oil and gas activities continue in the
preserve, additional areas will be added to this subzone. Although most of the lands in this

‘subzone will have long-term occupancy (40 to 80 years), all will eventually be reclaimed and

returned to natural conditions. Special precautions will be taken during reclamation to avoid
disturbance to significant archeological resources. Total acreage now in. the petroleum
development subzone is 251 acres.

Natural Environment Subzone. The natural environment subzone contains natural resources
that are somewhat less significant than the other subzones in the natural zone. The natural
environment subzone will remain largely undeveloped and will be managed to conserve natural
resources. Those uses cited in the enabling legislation (see "Purpose of and Need for a Pian")
will be permitted, subject to reasonable regulations. Approximately 290,000 acres are included
in this zone.

Cultural Resource Zone

The cultural resource zone will be managed to preserve, protect, and interpret cultural
resources and their settings. To avoid encouraging vandalism and to protect the privacy of
native residents of the preserve, the cultural resource zone is not shown on the Management
Zoning map.

Historical and Archeological Resources Subzone. This subzone will be managed to protect
historical and archeological resources in place. Only 23 of the preserve's 395 known
archeological sites are included in this zone. These 23 sites have been identified by the NPS
Southeast Archeological Center as in special need of protection. Even though the historical
and archeological subzone includes only 23 archeological sites thought to be in special need
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of protection, the National Park Service recognizes its obligation to protect all archeological

sites within the preserve. The Park Service further recognizes its obligation to work with the

Florida state historic preservation officer to nominate those archeological sites that appear to
be eligible for inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places.

Native American Occupancy Subzone. This subzone consists of Miccosukee villages,
agricultural plots, and currently used ceremonial sites. This subzone is subject to redefinition
upon consultation with native American groups and the promulgation of reasonable regulations
by the secretary of the interior.

NPS Development Zone

This zone contains major NPS facilities used to manage the preserve and to meet visitor
needs. Included are areas where park development or intensive use substantially alter the
natural environment. The Ochopee administrative and residential area, the Oasis operational
center, the Loop Road interpretive center, the Trail Center residential area, six designated
frontcountry campgrounds, and NPS-maintained roads are included in this zone. The total area
is approximately 300 acres.

Special Use Zone

The special use zone applies to areas within the preserve where NPS administrative control
over lands and waters either is lacking or is secondary to that of another government agency,
organization, or private party. State-owned school lands, however, are classified as part of the
natural zone because of an agreement between the National Park Service and the state of
Florida to manage these inholdings consistent with the surrounding preserve lands.-There are
two subzones — transportation and improved property.

Transportation Subzone. This subzone includes most of the major roads within the preserve,
which are maintained by the state of Florida and the local counties. Also included is the Jetport
(Dade-Collier Training Airport), the largest inholding in the preserve. This subzone includes
approximately 25,400 acres.

improved Property Subzone. This subzone is made up of 200 frontcountry residences,
commercial establishments, and backcountry properties meeting the criteria for improved
properties, as defined by PL 93-440. To méet the criteria for improved status, construction
must have been begun before November 23, 1971, the structure and land must be under the
same ownership, and the use of the structure and the land must not constitute a threat to the
preserve’s resources. Total acreage in this subzone is approximately 100 acres.

Trespass properties, approximately 200 backcountry camps not meeting the Iegislation;s
improved property criteria, have been removed from federal lands, and the sites will be
reclaimed. These sites are classified as part of the natural zone, rather than the special use
.zone.
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PLANNING UNITS

To facilitate planning and to ensure all planning issues and concerns are systematically
addressed, the preserve was subdivided into six units, replacing the five existing management
units. The new planning units are based on the important resource areas and use patterns.
‘Roads and trails were selected as the boundaries so that the units would be clearly discernible
in the field. Under the proposed action, as well as alternatives A and B, these planning units
would be adopted as the preserve’s new management units. The six planning units are Bear
Island, Deep Lake, Turner River, Corn Dance, Loop, and Stairsteps. Each unit is described
briefly below; all the units are shown on the Planning / Management Units map.

Bear Island Unit

The Bear Island unit (the same as the existing management unit) includes all preserve lands
north of |-75. This unit has one of the highest concentrations of important resource areas in
the preserve (see Important Resource Areas map). It also has a relatively healthy panther
population and is the only unit where panther activity is apparently increasing. It has been
identified by the governor’s Technical Advisory Committee on the Florida Panther as requiring
special management. A variety of vegetation types characterize the unit, including extensive
marshes, hardwood hammocks, and strands/swamps. Because of the mix of marshes and
upland sites, the unit is rich in cultural resources. Much of the unit'is leased for cattle grazing,
and prescribed burns are conducted to improve grazing conditions.

Oil production in this unit has been active for many years, and an extensive network of roads
provides access to existing pads. Other development includes several frontcountry improved
properties along the northern extension of Turner River Road and two backcountry improved
properties. The Bear Island campground is approximately 2 miles east of Turner River Road
and is the largest designated campground in the preserve.

Deep Lake Unit

The Deep Lake unit is bordered by I-75 on the north, Turner River Road on the east, the
preserve boundary on the west, and Wagonwheel Road on the south (the former Deep Lake
management unit extended farther south to US 41). The unit is apparently used by the Florida
panther for moving between the Bear Island area and Fakahatchee Strand. Prairies, cypress
strands, and mixed hardwood swamps dominate the unit. An abandoned oil road and two pads
are present, but there is no current oil or gas activity. Two backcountry improved properties
are in the southern portion of the unit. .

Turner River Unit

The new Turner River unit is the largest of the planning units and lies in the central portion of
the area between 1-75 and US 41. (It consists of the western half of the former Monument
management unit.) The eastern boundary is the western leg of the Florida National Scenic
Trail, and the western boundary is the Deep Lake unit. The southwest corner of the unit
includes the area between Wagonwheel Road and US 41, extending to the western boundary.
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Planning Perspective

There is evidence of panther activity in' the northwestern corner of this unit, and the
northeastern portion is dominated by old-growth pinelands, which support scattered
red-cockaded woodpecker colonies. The rest of the unit is characterized by cypress strands
and mixed-hardwood swamps, second-growth pinelands, and prairies. Archeological sites are
widely scattered throughout the unit.

There is no current oil activity, although three short spur roads lead to abandoned pads. The
Sunniland trend crosses the unit in the north, so future oil exploration and production is highly

- probable. This unit has about 55 improved properties, the most backcountry camps of any unit.

Frontcountry improved properties are located along Turner River Road, Birdon Road, and"
Wagonwheel Road.

ORV and hunting uses are high. ORYV trails crisscross the unit; several follow old tram roads
dating from early logging operations. This unit has the highest incidence of arson fires in the
preserve. Most are started from US 41, Turner River Road, or Birdon Road.

Corn Dance Unit

The Corn Dance unit is also a proposed new management unit. It is bounded on the west by
the Florida National Scenic Trail, on the south by US 41, and on the east and north by the
preserve boundary. (This area is the eastern half of the former Monument management unit.)

The unit has a documented resident panther population. Old-growth pinelands in the northern
half of the unit provide red-cockaded woodpecker habitat, and many hardwood hammocks
have indigenous tree snail populations. Cypress strands, prairies, and dwarf-cypress prairies
dominate the southern portion of the unit. Archeological sites are scattered throughout the unit,
and the Corn Dance ceremonial grounds were formerly used by the Miccosukee Indians.

Development includes the Jetport and 30 backcountry improved properties. The second largest
oil field in the preserve is at Raccoon Point in the central part of the unit. Like the Turner River
unit, the presence of the Sunniland trend indicates a high probability of future oil activity. The
Corn Dance unit has the least concentration of ORYV trails of all the units open to ORV use.

Loop Unit

The Loop unit (the same as the existing management unit) is bounded on the north and east
by US 41 and on the south and west by Loop Road.

Vegetation includes cypress strands, mixed-hardwood swamps, large hardwood hammocks
(known for their indigenous tree snails), prairie, and dwarf-cypress prairie. This unit has been
closed to ORVs and hunting dogs since 1977 in order to provide a primitive area for recreation
(including hunting) and a control area for determining the effects of ORV and hunting dog use.

Several improved properties are along Loop Road. A few short spur roads lead to abandoned
oil pads; there is no current oil activity, and development potential appears to be low. -
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Stairsteps Unit

The Stairsteps unit (the same as the existing management unit) consists of the portion of the
preserve between Everglades National Park and US 41 and Loop Road.

This unit is the wettest area of the preserve, and it has a direct hydrological link to the
Everglades. Marshes cover nearly half the unit, and there are more than a dozen strands and
sloughs. The only mangrove area in the preserve is in this unit. The marshland supports the
endangered Cape Sable seaside sparrow, and adjacent forested areas are used by bald
eagles for nesting. Upland areas include numerous small tropical hardwood hammocks (with
indigenous tree snails) and old-growth pinelands (with several red-cockaded woodpecker
colonies) in the Lostmans Pines area.

Airboats are the primary means of transportation in the marshlands, and this unit ié often
referred to as airboat country. Hunting with airboats is a popular activity, particularly frogging.
Frogs are hunted at night with a spotlight and gigging equipment.

There are at least 13 backcountry improved properties. Aimost all camps are on hardwood
hammocks or pine islands in the marshlands or wet prairies.

No mineral activity occurs in the unit, and mineral potential appears to be low.

PLANNING OBJECTIVES

The following objectives are based on the intent of the establishing legislation and were
established to guide the development of the proposed plan and alternatives. These Ob]eCtIVGS
can be achieved in different ways, as specified in the alternatives.

Visitor Use

Visitor Services Orient visitors to Big Cypress and foster an understand-
ing of the natural and cultural history of the Big Cypress
swamp.

Provide appropriate, resource-related recreational
opportunities for various publics.

Provide for public safety.

Hunting Management' Provide for diverse hunting opportunities at levels
: compatible with the purposes of the preserve.

ORV Management Reduce adverse impacts to soils and vegetation, particu-
larly vegetation identified as important resource areas.

Provide for diverse visitor experiences at levels compati-
. ble with the purposes of the preserve.
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Natural Resource Management

Hydrological Management

Minerals Management

Vegetation Management

Fire Management

Restore natural water flows in Big Cypress National
Preserve and to Everglades National Park.

Avoid further hydrological disturbance to the Big Cypress
watershed. ‘

Maintain water quality.
Permit access for geophysical exploration, exploratory
drilling, and production of private oil and gas resources,
while at the same time ensuring the following:
« the protection of important resource areas
» the protection of air and water quality in Big Cy-
press National Preserve and Everglades National
Park
. the mitigétion of surface disturbance

the restoration of abandoned sites

Avoid conflicts with visitor use and enjoyment, and
provide for visitor safety.

Protect vegetation representative of Big Cypress, espec-
ially those types identified as important resource areas.

Maintain habitat for rare and legislatively protected
species.

Control and reduce the spread of exotic plants within Big
Cypress National Preserve.

Protect Everglades National Park from the spread of
exotic plants.

Protect public and private property, and provide for visitor
safety. ‘

Protect important natural and cultural resources.

" Provide for fire-dependent ecological communities and

wildlife populations, and restore the dynamic role of fire
in Big Cypress. '
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Wildlife Management

Cultural Resource
Management

General Development

Maintain the ecological integrity and natural abundance
of wildlife populations.

Improve the health and recruitment of Florida. panther
populations, and maintain panther habitat.

Maintain habitat for the Cape Sable seaside sparrow and
red-cockaded woodpecker.

Protect Liguus tree snails and maintain their habitat.
Protect other endangered species.

Eliminate or control feral hogs where they are not
essential as panther prey; eliminate or control other

exotic species in the preserve; and protect Everglades

National Park from exotic species.

Protect all cultural resources on or eligible for the
National Register of Historic Places; prior to evaluation,
protect all known cultural resources.

Cooperate with native Americans to continue their usual
and customary use and occupancy of the preserve lands
and resources, subject to reasonable regulation for
resource protection.

Protect native American ceremonial sites (including burial
sites) from discovery, intrusion, and disturbance.

Provide for maximum native American participation in
any newly authorized revenue-producing visitor services
within the preserve.

Minimize impacts on floodplains and wetlands, rare and
protected species, important resource areas, habitat
diversity, and other natural resource values.

Provide for visitor services and operations with minimal
development.

In establishing planning objectives, special consideration was given to the management of oil
and gas operations, a prior existing right of mineral ownership that would continue to be
allowed under regulated conditions as long as the primitive character of the preserve was not
jeopardized. Under the proposed action and alternatives A and B, the National Park Service
would ensure that at any one time at least 90 percent of Big Cypress National Preserve would
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continue to be dedicated to the "natural, scenic, hydrologic, floral and faunal, and recreational
values” for which it was established and to be free of the adverse influences of industrial
development such as oil and gas operations. Considering these management objectives, aloss
of more than 10 percent of the preserve to oil and gas activity, including adjacent lands
indirectly affected by such activity, would be considered a detriment to the ecological and
aesthetic integrity of Big Cypress. In that event the National Park Service would notify and
~ petition Congress for the funds to acquire an appropriate portion of the mineral estate.
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The proposed action constitutes the National Park Service’s general management plan for Big
- Cypress National Preserve.

VISITOR USE

Visitor use at Big. Cypress National Preserve would focus on interpretation and recreational
activities. Interpretation would consist of information and orientation programs for visitors
before they arrived at the preserve, trip planning assistance inside the preserve, and on-site
interpretive exhibits and trails. Present recreational activities would continue to be available,
subject to appropriate restrictions to ensure the protection of fragile resources. These activities
include hunting, ORV use, camping, canoeing, hiking, and picnicking. Concessioners could
provide additional services, such as hunting guides and tours. Facilities that would be provided
or upgraded to support these activities are described in the "General Development” section,
and activities and programs are described below.

Interpretation

An interpretive program would be developed for Big Cypress National Preserve. Details of
media and programming would be determined in a new interpretive prospectus. Interpretation
would explain the fragile dynamics of the wetland ecosystem and man'’s relationship to it,
strengthen the preserve’s identity, foster an understanding of why this area is part of the
national park system, and encourage visitors to get out of their cars and see representative
portions of the preserve firsthand. Interpretive programs would explain the distinction between
a national park and a national preserve in order to clarify why activities such as ORV use, oil
and gas exploration and development, and hunting are allowed here but not in Everglades
National Park. Programs would also explain how such activities are managed in the preserve
to protect natural and cultural resources.

Visitors and recreationists would be encouraged to use this area in a way that ensured the
protection of the preserve’s many resources. Programs and activities would be tailored to both
tourists and recreationists. Visitors would be provided with a range of options for discovering
the preserve, and they would receive help in planning their stays based on their interest and
available time.

The range of intefpretive themes for visitor programs would include the following:

ecosystem dynamics and the interrelationships between Blg Cypress, the Everglades
and the entire south Florida ecosystem

the presence of man within this natural wetland system, from ancient Indian inhabitants

to early settlement (including road building, logging, and land development) to current
uses of the preserve
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the continuing challenge to achieve and maintain a balance between preservation and
use :

the significance and status of the Florida panther and its habitat needs

The Big Cypress interpretive program would emphasize man’s continuing interaction with south
Florida ecosystems and would avoid duplicating programs presented at Everglades National
Park. The interpretive program as outlined below would use existing structures and facilities
where possible to reduce costs. '

Information and Orientation. Information and orientation programs would be developed to
reach people before they came to the preserve. Publications would be prepared to inform
potential visitors about what to expect, including limitations of the swamp experience and how
to properly prepare for it. Regional travel guides, road maps, newspapers, and magazines
would also be used to get information to people. The preserve’s folder and other previsit
information would be made available to nearby state and federal park and recreation areas,
government offices, information centers, and commercial establishments in the region.

To reach the large number of potential visitors in urban areas on both Florida coasts, a short

_ videotape program would be developed. This program could include information about Big

Cypress, as well as Biscayne and Everglades national parks. To stimulate an interest in these
areas, the resources would be described, and people would be told how to get there and what
opportunities are available. The tapes could be made available to hotels and motels to reach
out-of-state tourists, and they could also be shown on local television for Florida residents.

A wayside exhibit orientation/information system would be provided at three locations — at the
east and west entrances on US 41 (just inside the preserve boundary) and at the rest stop at
mile-marker 38 on I-75. A map at each wayside would show visitors where they are with
respect to the preserve and nearby opportunities. Text would briefly explain the purpose of the
preserve and its major resource components.

Both the Oasis visitor center/ranger station and the Ochopee headquarters would continue to
provide information and orientation for visitors, plus trip-planning assistance for visitors.

Oasis Visitor Center. The Oasis visitor center/ranger station, in the middie of the preserve
on US 41, would serve as the primary interpretive stop for visitors. Interpretive programs would
include films, special interest videotapes, and exhibits.

A library of videotapes dealing with special topics of interest to groups or individuals (including
repeat visitors) would be developed for nonpeak periods when the audiovisual room is not
heavily used. High-priority theme topics for this specialized video library include the following:

Prehistorical and historical themes — prehistoric habitation sites and travel routes, local
folklore and place names, timber industry and tram roads, alligator hunting and
frogging, plume industry, Indian wars, old town sites, rum running, airboats and
buggies, oil/gas activity and rock mining, land development (including canal and road
construction), Jetport construction, preserve establishment, and native American life in
the preserve today.
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Natural resource themes — geology, hydrology/climate, the Florida panther and other
endangered species, exotic plants, common plants and animals

Recreation themes — Florida National Scenic Trail, hunting, ORV use, and others

Preserve management themes — rules and regulations, rationale for NPS management
actions

The specialized videotapes would offer more in-depth information than could be conveyed
through exhibits or the interpretive film. The videotapes would also be used as part of an
outreach program for school groups, senior citizens, and other special interests.

Videotapes for this library could be solicited from schools and universities in the region, special
interest groups or clubs, and individuals. Because of recent technological advances in video
electronics, the Park Service might be able to encourage these sources to make tapes that
would relate to specific themes and to donate them to the preserve’s video library.

The recently remodeled exhibit area in the visitor center would be used for new exhibits. The
exhibits would focus on the general interpretive themes and reinforce the message of the
preserve’s interpretive film Living Waters of Big Cypress. For example, exhibits might
concentrate on endangered species, the importance of the Big Cypress/Everglades
hydrological relationship, and man’s use of the preserve (using historical and contemporary
photographs). Commonly asked questions about the preserve would also be answered (for
example, how is a national preserve different from a national park?).

Publication sales and ORV permits would be provided at the information desk, which has been
recently remodeled. The desk would be staffed on a full-time basis. A new orientation graphic
or map of the preserve would help visitors plan their stays.

The borrow canal directly in front of the visitor center entrance would be relandscaped so that
visitors could view aquatic plants and wildlife. A short elevated boardwalk would lead from the
proposed Oasis picnic area along a portion of the canal adjacent to US 41 (see Proposed
Oasis Development Concept Plan map). A brochure or some other appropriate form of
interpretive media would be provided to give visitors a brief historical overview of canal
construction within the preserve. It would include a checklist and description of wildlife most
likely to be seen along borrow canals within the preserve, and it would identify and describe
the most common plants and trees associated with these man-made aquatic environments.

Interpretive Trails. Short interpretive loop trails would be developed at the Oasis picnic area,
on the Loop Road, and at Bear Island. The interpretive boardwalk at Kirby Storter Roadside
Park would be extended. Interpretive media would be provided for each of these trails.

The interpretive loop trail at the Oasis picnic area would be developed on the east side of the
visitor center as part of the Florida National Scenic Trail. It would provide an opportunity for
picnickers to explore a dwarf-cypress prairie on foot.

On the west end of the Loop Road four interpretive pulloffs with trailheads would be

developed. Each stop would give visitors an opportunity to take a short, self-guided interpretive
walk on a trail or boardwalk (or a combination of the two) through one of the vegetation types
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associated with Big Cypress. The intent would be to give visitors a firsthand impression of a
cypress prairie, a cypress strand, a pineland, and a hardwood hammock.

The Loop Road would be upgraded to allow visitors a chance to drive more slowly (35 mph
maximum) through the preserve and to stop anywhere along this 25-mile route to view wildlife
or other points of interest. The present interpretive center on the Loop Road would continue
to function as an environmental education camp for school groups in the south Florida area.

Interpretive wayside signs or a self-guiding interpretive brochure would be developed for the
Turner River Road/Birdon Road loop. No major change in the roads would be necessary.

An interpretive loop trail in the Bear Island unit would be developed in association with the
Bear Island campground.

The existing boardwalk at Kirby Storter would be extended so visitors could experience a more
remote portion of the cypress strand and a fringe of the adjacent cypress prairie. The extended
boardwalk would also allow visitors to escape some of the traffic noise on US 41.

Hunting

Long-term goals for managing hunting within Big Cypress National Preserve include providing
diverse hunting opportunities at levels compatible with the purposes of the preserve, protecting
important resources (including the endangered Florida panther), and supporting the natural
abundance and health of the white-tailed deer herd, as well as other native species.

Management emphasis in the preserve would be placed on improving accuracy in monitoring
hunting activity and harvest. As noted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in their comments
on the Draft General Management Plan / Draft Environmental Impact Statement, the accuracy
and applicability of past harvest data are subject to question because of the large number of
hunter access points and hunting camps within the preserve, inconsistencies in the operation
of check stations, limitations on enforcement activities, and other factors. It is a long-term goal
of the proposed action to remedy this condition through enhanced monitoring and improved
enforcement. ‘

Disturbance to the Florida panther and other wildlife from hunting is a special concern.
Research and management experience indicate that the relatively intensive backcountry use
associated with past hunting levels and methods may be adversely affecting panther
movements and behavior (see "Environmental Consequences" section). Because of the high
potential for disturbance, the use of dogs for hunting deer, feral hogs, raccoons, and most
other game would be terminated in the preserve. Only dogs that are customarily used for bird
and waterfowl hunting, and which do not pursue large game, would be permitted in the Bear
Island, Turner River, Corn Dance, and Stairsteps units.

Since the publication of the Draft General Management Plan / Draft Environmental Impact
Statement, the National Park Service has been involved in extensive negotiations with the
Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission concerning hunting management. Continuing
discussions between the two agencies will attempt to resolve three areas of disagreement: (1)
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establishing non-transferable hunﬁng quota permits, (2) applying quotas for all hunting
seasons, and (3) shortening the turkey season to avoid conflict with the high fire hazard period.

General Hunting Regulations. The following hunting regulations were accepted for the 1990-
91 season and will be in effect for the next five years unless new information or mutual
agreement between the agencies warrants change.

General provisions — Total annual use would not exceed 17,000 ‘hunter-days. The
total amount of time open to hunting would not exceed 171 days annually.

Deer and feral hog harvests would continue to be limited to deer with one or more
antlers at least 5 inches in length and to hogs 15 inches or more at the shoulders.

During the archery, muzzle-loaded gun, and general gun seasons all persons would
be required to check out at the same designated station where they had checked in.

The use or possession of hunting dogs, other than bird dogs and retrievers, would not
be permitted in the preserve.

The use or possession of dogs of any kind would not be permitted in the Loop and
Deep Lake units. These units would be reserved for walk-in hunting, and they would
be closed to ORVs. The Deep Lake unit would be reserved for archery hunting only.

Hunting with a gun and light would be prohibited.

General gun season — The total season length would be from 43 to 49 days, from
mid-November to January 1. The general gun season would be divided into three quota
hunts of approximately 9 days each and a non-quota hunt of approximately three
weeks (except in Bear Island). In the Bear Island unit a daily limit of 200 hunters/day
would be in effect during the non-quota hunt in other units. Quota permits would be
transferable. Regular quota permits would be available as follows:

Bear Island — 200 permits
Turner River — 500 permits
Corn Dance — 300 permits
Loop — 250 permits
Stairsteps — 1,000 permits

Archery season — The archery season would continue to run for approximately one
month, from early September to early October, in all units but Deep Lake. in the Deep
Lake unit the archery season would coincide with the general gun season.

Muzzle-loaded gun season —The season would continue to run for approximately two
weeks, from mid- to late-October. A special quota permit would be required to hunt in
the Bear Island unit — for the first 9 days the quota hunt would require advance
application (200 permits), and for the remaining days special permits would be issued
daily at the check station (limited to 200 permits/day).
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THE PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES .

Small-game season — The small-game season would continue to run for approximate-
ly 42 days, from early January to mid-February. Bird dogs and retrievers would be
permitted in all units except the Deep Lake and Loop units. ‘

Spring turkey season — The turkey season would continue to run for approximately
37 days, from early March to mid-April.

Migratory game birds season — Designated game birds would continue to be taken
during established seasons for these species, coinciding with the muzzle-loaded and
general gun seasons. Ducks would continue to be taken during the five-day early duck
season in September. Bird dogs and retrievers would be permitted in all units except
the Deep Lake and Loop units.

More detailed hunting regulations are published annually by the Florida Game and Fresh
Water Fish Commission.

As shown above, deer and hog hunting in the Loop unit would continue to be managed for
walk-in hunters, and the Deep Lake unit would be reserved for bow hunters. The intent is to
vary the hunting experience. Furthermore, the change would provide more control in the Deep
Lake unit and would allow the recovery of deer populations, which are depressed in this unit
(see the “Affected Environment" section). Both units would be closed to ORV use.

While these interim regulations are in effect, a comprehensive ecological study would be
conducted of deer, feral hogs, and panthers. The National Park Service would develop a
research design for the comprehensive ecological study in cooperation with the Florida Game
and Fresh Water Fish Commission and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

Frogging. Currently, the noncommercial taking of frogs is legal under state law, but it is not
consistent with NPS regulations. Frogging, like hunting and fishing, was a traditional
recreational activity before the national preserve was established, and it may be consistent with
the purposes of the preserve. So that noncommercial frogging conforms to NPS policy, the
Park Service would promulgate special regulations in the future.

ORV Use

ORV use would continue to be recognized as a practical means of transportation and an
appropriate recreational activity when regulated. As directed by PL 93-440 and Executive
Orders 11644 ("Use of Off-Road Vehicles on the Public Lands") and 11989 ("Off-Road
Vehicles on Public Lands"), ORV use would be regulated and controlled under a policy that
preserve lands be closed to ORV use except for those areas or trails that are suitable and
specifically designated as open to such use. Important resource areas would be protected, and
excessive degradation of soils and vegetation would be prevented. Regulation and control of
ORV use would be implemented through (1) a vehicle permit system, (2) general regulations
governing the operation of vehicles, and (3) a system of designated access points, areas, or
trails for each management unit with ORV use. More detailed actions concerning ORV
 management would be included in an ORV management plan, which would be developed once
the general management plan has been approved. Sportsmen and others knowledgeable
about Big Cypress would be asked to participate in the development of the action plan.
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THE PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES

Vehicle Permit System. To enforce equipment and safety standards and to monitor ORV use,
an annual NPS permit would continue to be required for all ORVs operating within the
preserve. A fee has been established for the permit to offset administrative costs. To qualify
for a permit, each vehicle must meet state and NPS equipment and safety standards (see 36
CFR 1.5 and 7.86). To ensure that ORV use did not generally exceed current levels, no more
than 2,000 ORV permits would be issued. If requests for permits exceeded the quota, permits
would be issued by random draw. Under such circumstances special landowner access
permits would be issued to allow these individuals direct access to their inholdings by the
shortest designated route. ORV use by landowners, other than for access to their inholdings,
would be by random draw. Because it has been shown that most existing tracked vehicles
cause damage to soils, vegetation, and archeological sites (Duever et al. 1981; Duever et al.
1986a; Florida state historic preservation officer, personal communication 1988), tracked
vehicles would be prohibited until the National Park Service has developed use criteria for
ORVs. The Park Service would aiso terminate its use of such equipment within the preserve.

General ORV Regulations. Existing regulations (36 CFR 1.5 and 7.86) would continue to be
enforced. Regulations at 36 CFR 7.86 would be modified to incorporate the changes contained
in the approved general management plan. These regulations now prohibit the operation of
ORVs in a manner that could adversely affect the preserve’s resources. Damaging and
irresponsible practices, such as "mudding," racing, and tug-of-war contests with ORVs, would
continue to be prohibited. Cutting vegetation, ditching, filling, or other activities to build new
trails or to improve existing trails would also continue to be prohibited. As'provided by 36 CFR
7.86, the superintendent has authority to close portions of the preserve to ORV use if the use
represents a threat to resources. Executive Order 11989 requires immediate closure of areas
or trails, or the discontinuation of certain vehicle types, whenever it is determined that ORV
use "will cause or is causing considerable adverse effects on the soil, vegetation, wildlife,
wildlife habitat or cultural or historic resources of particular areas or trails" of the preserve. The
public would be notified before any area or trail was closed, or a vehicle type was discontin-
ued, under such conditions.

ORV use would continue to be prohibited on the Florida National Scenic Trail, except for
required and designated crossings. Those portions of the hiking trail that currently follow
established ORYV trails would be relocated to better separate the two uses. ORV use would not
be permitted on any new mineral access roads. Without this restriction, improved mineral roads
could significantly increase and concentrate recreational use in previously remote areas and
consequently cause unacceptable resource impacts. If a new mineral access road or pipeline
displaced an established ORV trail, a new or alternate ORV trail to the affected area would be
provided, to the extent possible, without causing adverse impacts on important resource areas.

ORV Access. ORV management strategies for each planning unit are described below (see
the ORV Management map). Two strategies would be used to control access: ORVs would
be restricted only to designated trails in one unit; and ORV use would be more dispersed in
three units, with more existing trails and larger areas being designated open to ORVs. The
remaining two units would be closed to ORV use. No recreational ORV access would be
proposed for the 1-75 corridor within the original preserve boundaries (see the 1990 /-75
Recreational Access Plan / Environmental Assessmenf). Research by the National Park
Service and the Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission indicates that the northern
portion of the preserve, through which the interstate will pass, has the highest concentration
of Florida panthers in Big Cypress; consequently, ORV activity will be limited in that area.
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Because resource concerns and impacts can vary over time, specific ORV trails and areas
would be designated through the "Superintendent's Compendium” process authorized by 36
CFR 1.5 and 1.7. Therefore, the mileages noted under the description of each unit below are
only approximations. Since public law and executive orders emphasize resource protection,
guarantees cannot be made on specific mileages or areas. Before any trails or areas were
designated, people who are knowledgeable about specific trails and areas would be consulted,
and inholder needs and resource protection methods would be considered.

Currently, ORV access to the backcountry is relatively uncontrollied, and monitoring of ORV
use is difficult. Under the proposed action ORV access points would be designated to improve
monitoring and to promote resource protection and visitor safety. Two types of access points
would be provided: unimproved and developed (see the ORV Management map). Unimproved
access points would be designated by a sign marking the ORYV trailhead. Where necessary,
a bridge or culvert for crossing borrow canals would be provided, and unimproved roadside
parking would be designated where feasible. Developed access points would be located at the
most popular ORV trailheads and would consist of hardened parking areas for vehicles and
trailers, plus trash receptacles (see table 2 for capacities of developed access points). In
addition, the National Park Service would work with the Florida Department of Transportation
to designate speed zones, to provide warning signs and road striping, and to take other
measures along US 41 at popular ORV trail crossings in order to improve visitor safety.
Designated access points would be further addressed in the proposed ORV management plan.
Future resource or safety concerns could require changes in designated access points, and
such changes would be covered in revisions to the ORV management plan.

. TABLE 2: DEVELOPED ORV AcCCESS POINTS

AcCCESs POINT No. OF SPACES AcCESS POINT NO. OF SPACES
1.  Perocchi Grade 15-40 9. Sawdust Trail 5§-10

2. Airplane Prairie ' 5-10 10. Oasis 10-20

3. Copeland Prairie 5-10 11. Pattons : 20 - 30

4. Concho Billy Trail 5-10 ' 12. Fifty-Mile Bend 25 -30

5. Dona Drive 10 - 20 13. Paces Dike ' 10~ 20

6. Burns Lake : 25 ~ 30 14. Red Bird Lane ' 30 - 40

7. Georges 10-20 15. County Line Trail 30 - 40

8. Monument Lake . 25-30 :

Note: Access point numbers correspond to locations shown on the ORV Management map.

Bear Island unit - As previously described, the Bear Island unit has one of the highest
concentrations of important resource areas in the preserve. It is particularly rich in
infand marshes and hardwood hammocks, and it supports probably the healthiest
remaining population of Florida panthers in Big Cypress. Therefore, ORV use would
‘be limited solely to designated trails to contain potential disturbance to panthers, to
control hunting pressure on panther prey (deer and hogs), and to protect important
resource areas.

A network of approximately 60 to 80 miles of ORYV trails, including oul and gas roads,
would be posted for ORV use. This would provide wide circulation within the unit, and
most of the area shouid be within 1 mile of an ORYV trail or road, with no area farther
than 2 miles from a trail. Grazing lessees and their employees working with cattle and
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range management would be the only exceptions for using ORVs off-trail. The following
criteria would be applied to determine which trail segments or areas should be closed .
to ORVs:

Vehicle use causes or would cause extensive ponding or erosion.

Soils, vegetation, wildlife, or wildlife habitat are or would be adversely impacted.
Multiple trails cut thro'ugh sloughs, strands, or other important resource areas.
Cultural resource sites might be threatened by vandalism or erosion.

Access to the unit for the general public would continue to be limited to Turner River
Road (Collier Co. 839). A parking and staging area for 15 vehicles and trailers, with
potential expansion up to 40 spaces, would be provided near the Bear Island
campground at the entrance to Perocchi Grade. Access by way of the Bear Island
Road would continue to be limited to the following authorized entities: grazing lessees
and their employees, petroleum industry employees, mineral owners whose lands are
in active exploration or production, public utilities providing service within the unit, and
government officials.

Deep Lake unit - This unit would not be open to ORV use because of the important

resource areas and documented panther habitat, the unit's proposed designation as

a bow hunting area, and the concern for illegal and unchecked hunting, which probably

greatly reduced the deer herd in this unit. In the past game laws have been difficult to

enforce because of the unit’s ready accessibility from surrounding roads and highways. ‘
The proposal to prohibit ORV use in Deep Lake would also better protect Florida

panthers by reducing hunting pressure-on panther prey species as well as reducing

potential disturbance from ORV use to documented panther habitat.

Turner River unit — In the Turner River unit both ORV trails and areas would be
designated, allowing for dispersed use. Many existing trails would be incorporated into
these designations. However, some existing trail segments or areas would not be
designated for ORV use in order to control impacts on soils and vegetation. The criteria
for closure of trail segments or areas would be as described under the Bear Island unit.
In some cases designated segments could be raised or corduroyed to provide a firmer
treadway and to control damage to soils and vegetation. Care would be taken at such
sites to accommodate sheet flow across or beneath the trail. In some cases, heavily
damaged areas would be actively reclaimed through plantings, restoration of soils, or
removal of obstructions to sheet flow.

Corn Dance unit — ORV use in the Corn Dance unit would be limited to designated
trails and areas. Care would be taken to control potential disturbance to known Florida
panther habitat and to aid in controlling illegal hunting activity. The network of
designated trails and areas would be broad, incorporating many major existing tralls
and would total approximately 90 to 120 miles.

ORV access would be continued to all improved properties in the unit (approximately
30). Designated trails would connect with selected, established trails on the preserve
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boundary to the northeast, along levee 28, and from the Jetport, depending on
agreements with affected landowners and government agencies.

Loop unit — To maintain its primitive character, the Loop unit would continue to be
closed to ORV use and retained for walk-in primitive hunting. The unit would also be
used as a control zone for comparing the extent of ORV impacts in other areas of the
preserve.

Stairsteps unit — Because ORV impacts can be directly associated with water levels
and soil types (Duever et al. 1981; Duever et al. 1986a), ORV management in the
Stairsteps unit would be different to the north and west of Gum and Dayhoff sloughs
than to the south and east. To the south and east of these sloughs, marsh and wet
prairie vegetation are dominant, and soils often remain saturated, even through the dry
season. To the north and west, soils tend to dry more readily.

Consequently, north and west of Gum and Dayhoff sloughs specific trails and areas
would be designated for ORV use, similar to the use proposed for the Turner River
unit. Some designated segments in the northern portion of the unit could be hardened
or corduroyed to accommodate wheeled ORVs and to reduce damage to soil and
vegetation. Care would be taken at such sites to avoid interference with sheet flow or
to unnecessarily inhibit airboat use of the site in higher water. Existing trails or areas
‘where sustained resource damage has occurred would not be designated as open to
use so that the resources could recover-(see the description of criteria under the Bea
Island unit). :

South and east of Gum and Dayhoff sloughs, trails and areas would also be designated
for dispersed ORV use; however, with the exception of the Lostmans Pines area, only
airboats would be allowed in this portion of the unit because of the important resource
areas, soils, and water levels. South of Gum Slough wheeled buggies would only be
permitted on a designated trail in the Lostmans Pines area, where drier soils are more
common. Special access permits would be issued to landowners of improved properties
in the southern portion of the unit. These permits would allow the use of wheeled
vehicles for access along the most direct designated route to and from an owner’s
inholding. The determination as to which trails and areas would be designated would
be consistent with criteria already mentioned.

Other Recreational Activities

Camping. To provide visitors a more convenient opportunity to see and use the preserve, and
to improve public health and environmental quality, six primitive frontcountry campgrounds
would be formally established. At four areas (Midway, Monument Lake, Burns Lake, and Bear
Island) camping has occurred on an informal basis, and campsites would be designated and
upgraded. At two sites (on Red Bird Lane near the Loop Road interpretive center and along
Dona Drive at Ochopee) new campgrounds would be established. Informal camping at Fifty
Mile Bend would be discontinued, and the site would be used as an ORV developed access
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Campground design and site spacing would support the social experience that has become
associated with camping in Big Cypress. Sites would be available on a first-come, first-served
basis. Hunters would most likely use these sites during fall, and other regional and national
tourists would use them during the winter and spring.

Group camping (for example, school groups) would also be an addition to the types of uses
now occurring in the preserve. Sewage dump stations for trailers and recreational vehicles
would be provided at each campground, as would water, self-contained toilets, picnic tables,
grills, and garbage cans.

The Deep Lake, Bear Island, Corn Dance, and Stairsteps units contain known panther areas,
and backcountry campsites would be designated to reduce human intrusion and to limit the
area affected. (This action would comply with recommendations made by both the Florida
Panther Technical Advisory Council [1985] and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service [1987a].)
Use would be monitored and data collected to determine appropriate use levels in important
resource areas. Game checks would also be conducted regularly at designated campsites to
more accurately gather hunting data about deer and hogs. Hardwood hammocks would be
avoided as campsite locations because they are valuable habitat and are limited in distribution.

Backcountry camping would also be allowed in the Turner River and Loop units, but sites
would not be designated. Campsites in both these units would be temporarily closed to allow
recovery if areas were threatened by overuse.

Hunters, ORV users, and other recreationists who do not own improved properties have
relatively few opportunities to stay overnight in the backcountry. Approximately 50 backcountry
shelters would be constructed (phased over time according to demand) to provide for public
use in remote areas of all six units. Only a portion of the designated backcountry campsites
would have shelters. The shelters would be screened and elevated and would be of various

" designs to accommodate four to six people plus equipment. Shelters could either be isolated
or arranged in small clusters. Backcountry shelters could be used on a reservation basis. If a
concession guide operation was established to provide a year-round outfitter service, the
concessioners would also be able to reserve shelters.

Canoeing. A canoe trail would be provided in either the Turner River canal or Turner River,
with the actual location depending on the effects of the Turner River restoration project on
‘water flows (see the hydrology section of "Natural Resource Management"). A picnic chickee
would be provided at a convenient location downstream so visitors could stop and rest before
the return trip. Canoeists would also have the option of canoeing Turner River to Everglades
City or connecting with the Wilderness Waterway in Everglades National Park. A small
parking/staging area would be developed next to US 41, near the Turner River bridge. The
launch site would be reserved for canoes and other nonmotorized boats to provide a quiet,.
primitive experience.

Hiking. Interpretive trails would offer short-distance hiking opportunities. Long-distance hiking
would be provided on the Florida National Scenic Trail. A secondary connector trail (compass
course) from the Oasis visitor center through the Loop unit would end at a proposed
trailhead/parking area on the Loop Road. To help ensure visitor safety, a reduced speed zone
and signed pedestrian crosswalk on US 41 would be established near the visitor center.
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The trailhead for the Florida National Scenic Trail at the Oasis visitor center would be moved
to the east side of the building so hikers would not be near the landing strip and aviation fuel
area; the existing trail would be allowed to revegetate. The visitor center would be the terminus
of the trail. Trail marking and maintenance would continue to be provided in cooperation with
the Florida Trail Association. ORVs would be prohibited on the trail, and crossings for ORVs
would be designated. Some portions of the Florida trail currently follow actively used ORV
trails, but these sections are wet and rutted much of the season, making them poor hiking
trails. The national scenic trail would be rerouted along these segments to separate them from
the ORV trail in order to improve visitor safety and the quality of the experience for both
groups of recreationists.

Picnicking. Two existing roadside parks along US 41 — Kirby Storter and H. P. Williams —
would continue to offer picnic areas. These parks are managed and maintained by the Flonda
Department of Transportation.

A new picnic area with shade structures would be developed east of the Oasis visitor center
and next to the canal on the north side of US 41. A short, elevated boardwalk along the canal
would be included in the design for the picnic area.

Recreational Access off I-75. The Florida Department of Transportation has proposed a
recreational rest area near mile-marker 31 on |-75 within the original preserve. This would
provide public access to the roadside canal on the north, and the National Park Service would
cooperate with the state to permit pedestrian access north and south of this location. On the
lands added to the preserve in 1988 two other recreational access points for pedestrians and
ORVs are proposed in the I-75 Recreational Access Plan / Environmental Assessment (NPS
1990a, 1991b).

Concessioner Services

A concessioner would be sought to provide on-site visitor services and facilities that would
complement those provided by the National Park Service. The concessioner would be asked
to provide interpretive tours, canoe rentals, backcountry sheiter rentals, backcountry guide and
outfitter services for hunters and nonhunters, ORV storage and maintenance facilities,
convenience store facilities, and restrooms. One possible location for the primary concessioner
operation would be at Monroe Station, which is adjacent to a network of designated ORYV trails
that would provide visitors an opportunity to explore a large part of the preserve north of US
41 (see Proposed Development map).

Visitors would be able to rent canoes for use on the proposed canoe trail, or they could take
short guided interpretive trips into the backcountry on ORVs. Storage facilities would be
provided for visitors who own ORVSs, thus eliminating the need to haul these vehicles to and
from the preserve on trailers. The concessioner would also provide buggy and airboat
maintenance services, as well as restrooms, convenience store items, and gas.

A satellite concession center could be provided at Seagrape Drive near Ochopee. From this

site short interpretive tours could be provided into the preserve’s backcountry. Overnight trips
(outfitter services) could also be provided into the backcountry.
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Visual Corridors

Visual corridors and viewsheds from major roads and facilities are regarded as important
elements of the visitor experience, and the maintenance of unimpaired, natural scenes would
be essential to the visitor experience under the proposed action. A visual corridor would be
established along each side of US 41, I-75, and the Loop Road. A viewshed would be
established at the interpretive stops along Loop Road, the Loop Road interpretive center, the
Oasis visitor center, Kirby Storter Roadside Park, H. P. Williams Roadside Park, Turner River
Road, Birdon Road, and campgrounds. Any new activity would be evaluated to minimize
adverse effects on views. The extent of a roadside corridor or a viewshed around a facility
would vary according to site-specific conditions. For example, in some instances, an activity
could be allowed close to a roadway if a cypress strand blocked the view of the activity from
the road. In another instance an activity in an open grass prairie might have to be at least 1
mile from the road so that it would not be seen. The superintendent would establish viewsheds
and corridors for the areas mentioned.

NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

Natural resource management actions would be directed at preserving the ecological integrity
of the preserve. In keeping with NPS policy, ecological research would continue to be
conducted or funded by the National Park Service, and other appropriate research would
continue to be welcomed and encouraged.

Hydrology

in accordance with the preserve’s legislation, NPS policies, and executive orders 11988
("Floodplain Management”) and 11990 ("Protection of Wetlands"), one of the most important
functions of the general management plan is to ensure continuous natural water flows and .
water quality to maintain the ecological integrity of both Big Cypress and the Everglades.
Because the preserve boundary (prior to the enlargement of the preserve in 1988) encloses
most of a single watershed (approximately 5 percent of the preserve lands are outside the Big
Cypress watershed), the National Park Service has considerable control over surface flowand :
water quality in the preserve. Factors affecting the preserve’s hydrology that are of particular
concern include oil and gas developments, general development, I-75 construction, roads and
canals that have obstructed water flows, and increased agricuiture along the preserve’s
northern boundary.

Under the proposed action the overall direction of hydrological management within the
preserve would be to maintain and restore, to the extent feasible, natural water flows and
water quality in disturbed areas and to avoid further hydrological disturbance to the Big
Cypress watershed. Management programs would include (1) continuation of monitoring to
identify and quantify existing problems and future threats to water resources, (2) regulatory
actions to prevent or mitigate new intrusions, and (3) rehabilitation projects to alleviate existing
- hydrological problems.

Monitoring. The recently established preservewide network of water monitoring stations would
continue to provide baseline hydrological data and early warnings of problems. The program
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consists of monitoring stations established at strategic locations across the entire preserve.
Some stations would provide baseline water quality and quantity information, others would
monitor the impacts of specific land use activities occurring within and outside the preserve (as
mentioned previously in the "Natural Resource Issues” section), and still other stations would
monitor the effectiveness of the Turner River restoration project. Selected parameters
measured at all stations include temperature, specific conductance, pH, dissolved oxygen,
orthophosphorus, several elements, and water level (on a continuous basis). As a tool to
protect existing water quality conditions, water quality standards to prevent degradation have
been developed and are outlined in the preserve’s draft hydrological monitoring program.

Regulatory Actions. To address NPS concerns about water quality and quantity within the
preserve, water rights for specific surface waters and groundwaters would be clarified with the
appropriate state, local, and federal agencies.

Ongoing and future oil and gas activity would be regulated to avoid or mitigate disturbance to
water quality and flows. Abandoned or closed roads, pads, and pipelines would be reclaimed
to restore hydrological values. (Methods of management and reclamahon are discussed under
the "Minerals" section and in appendix C.)

The National Park Service would continue to consult with the Collier, Dade, and Monroe county
governments, the Florida Departments of Environmental Regulation and Natural Resources,
the South Florida Water Management District, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in the
review of building and development permits for projects on private lands within the preserve
and on lands adjacent to the preserve when water quality within the preserve could be
affected. Permit applications would be closely examined to ensure the protection of the
preserve’s hydrological integrity.

If a proposed improvement or use on a private property within the preserve boundary was
shown to pose a threat to water resources (or other values described in the establishing
legislation), the National Park Service would advise the property owner in writing of needed
corrective measures and would cooperate with the owner to remedy problems to the extent
allowed by the agency's authority. If corrective measures were not taken in a reasonable
amount of time and the threat to preserve resources persisted, then the National Park Service
would initiate acquisition procedures, as directed by the enabling legislation.

The National Park Service would continue to avoid to the extent feasible further occupation or
modification of floodplains and wetlands, in accordance with Executive Orders 11988 and
11990. The.construction of NPS administrative, maintenance, and permanent housing facilities
would be restricted to existing filled or disturbed upland sites at Ochopee, Oasis, and Pinecrest
(see the "General Development” section) to minimize any effects on water resources and
further occupation of wetlands. However, some filling would be necessary at several proposed
visitor facility sites. Fill would probably be needed at 10 proposed ORV staging areas and eight
parking areas along US 41, the Loop Road, Turner River Road, and |-75. Filled areas would
vary from less than 0.5 acre, requiring no more than 2,500 cubic yards of material per site, to
2.0 acres at County Line Trail, requiring nearly 10,000 cubic yards. Some additional fill would
also be needed to improve existing campgrounds. The total quantity of fill material is estimated
at 8.9 acres (see Fill Locations map), in comparison with proposed rehabilitation projects that
would restore surface flows to roughly 38,000 acres, a substantial net gain in wetlands.
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No new dredging or further excavation of previously dredged sites within the preserve would

be conducted for fill material for proposed NPS developments. To the extent feasible, existing
spoil piles within the preserve would be used as fill sources so that these piles could be
removed as hydrological obstructions or as refuges for exotic plants. The pile sites would be
returned to original contours. Where obtaining spoil material from within the preserve was
impracticable, fill would be obtained from state and EPA approved sources outside the
preserve. Where available, such fill would be acquired through cooperative agreements with
regional agencies to reduce abandoned levees and other spoil areas that are hydrological
obstructions.

During all NPS construction activities care would be taken to protect hydrological values.
Turbidity would be controlled during construction by silt screens or other approved methods.

To the extent feasible, parking areas would be designed to maximize percolation and filtration

of storm water by using pervious surfaces. Fill operations would comply with the permit

requirements of section 404 of the Federal Water Poliution Control Act (commonly known as

the Clean Water Act), chapter 253 of the Florida Statutes, and chapter 17 of the Florida

Administrative Code.

The National Park Service would continue to maintain an emergency evacuation plan in order
to protect human life and property during a hurricane or other storm. The evacuation plan
details responsibilities and procedures for securing government facilities.’

Rehabllitation Projects. In addition to preservewide hydrological management, the following
actions would be taken to restore selected areas.

Turner River / Deep Lake Strand restoration — The recommendatlons of the Water
Management Plan: Turner River Restoration (NPS, Rosendahl and Sikkema 1981d)
would be implemented to mitigate the existing adverse effects of the Turner River canal
and the Birdon Road canal. The Turner River canal was constructed in 1960 to provide
fill for the adjacent Turner River Road (Collier Co. 839). However, the canal
inadvertently created a hydrological link between Deep Lake Strand and Turner River
and the saline Chokoloskee estuary within Everglades National Park. Birdon Road and
its adjacent borrow canal were constructed in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The
canal interrupts sheet flow in surrounding wet prairies and diverts water into drainage
canals in the Ochopee area.

As described in the restoration plan, the Turner River canal alters surface flow patterns,
lowers the water table, and reduces the hydroperiod 65 percent of the time on 3,000
acres adjacent to the canal. Furthermore, the canal provides an access route for
saltwater intrusion and separates the Turner River from its natural flow basin. The
effects of the Birdon Road canal are less extensive, but the water table has been
lowered and the hydroperiod reduced in adjacent wetlands.

The proposed action includes the installation of 11 plugs and six culverts in the Turner
River canal and eight plugs and two culverts in the Birdon Road canal. The project
would be accomplished in two phases: Under phase 1 flows in Turner River would be
restored, and under phase 2 flows at Deep Lake Strand and the wet prairies adjacent
to Birdon Road would be improved. Subsequent monitoring of the restored flow
patterns could require additional mechanical operations to more closely imitate
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THE PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES

historical flows. The lower Turner River system could also require channel restoration
to complete hydrological restoration. This prolect would be a high priority for hydrologi-
cal management in the preserve.

Loop Road mitigation — Water is impounded on the north side of the Loop Road
during high water, and segments of the road are commonly overtopped (Schneider and
Flora 1986). This condition is unnatural and is caused by inadequate drainage under
the roadway. Furthermore, impoundments caused by the Loop Road, particularly at
Pinecrest and eastward, have been exacerbated by increased water deliveries from
conservation area 3A into levee 29 (see "Affected Environment"). The South Florida
Water Management District ‘is collecting water level data to better understand the
effects of the Loop Road."

To correct this problem a hydrological/engineering study of the drainages in the vicinity
of the Loop Road would be conducted to identify requirements for adequate drainage.
Hydrological improvements would likely include refurbishing existing drainage structures
and possibly installing additional structures. The road surface would be improved, but
the alignment and width would not be changed. Improvement designs and roadwork
.would be coordinated with Dade, Monroe, and Collier counties, the owners of the road.

Paces Dike, a low berm surrounding 1,340 acres, is adjacent to and south of Loop
Road. The dike has been identified as a lesser hydrological obstruction that could be
mitigated by breaching the berm at several points (Schneider and Flora 1986). The
hydrological/engineering study would also address Paces Dike, and any proposed
actions would be undertaken as part of the Loop Road rehabilitation project.

Bear Island Road mitigation — Bear Island Road was originally constructed as a
logging tram road and was upgraded as an access road for oil development. The road
generally follows a divide between Okaloacoochee Slough and East Hinson Marsh.
(The Okaloacoochee Slough, which drains developed areas to the north, traverses a
small area of the northwest corner of the preserve.) There is a limited exchange of
water during high water periods between the two drainages through culverts beneath
Bear Island Road. The amount of water exchange before the road was constructed is
unknown, and the present flow through culverts under the road has not been
measured.

- The quantity and quality of water exchanged between Okaloacoochee Siough and East
Hinson Marsh would be assessed as part of the preservewide monitoring program. If
hydrological problems were identified, actions would be taken to ensure the integrity
of East Hinson Marsh. Either culverting under Bear Island Road would be improved for
water exchange, or if water quality in Okaloacoochee Slough was found to be
degraded, then flows under the road would be restricted to protect East Hinson Marsh.

Restoration of acquired tracts — At present over 150 tracts with abandoned
structures or fill pads have been acquired by the National Park Service. The structures
are of little or no value to the preserve and have been vandalized or partially
dismantled, leaving them in an extremely unsafe, unsanitary, or unsightly condition.
Many are on limerock fill pads 2 to 3 feet above normal ground level, and several have
filled access roads (totaling approximately 30 miles) that may locally impede the flow
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of surface water in the wet season. Furthermore, many of the abandoned structures
contain fuel tanks, herbicide containers, waste oil cans, and other potentially hazardous
materials that could adversely affect water quality.

Under the proposed action materials on these sites would be removed and properly
disposed of outside preserve boundaries. Fill pads and roads would be breached,
removed, or recontoured to restore more natural surface flows. Where surface
restoration was not practical, fill material would be used to create littoral zones in
abandoned borrow pits for vegetation and wildlife. At sites where there are known or
potential archeological resources, the National Park Service will consult with the state
historic preservation officer before cleanup activities are begun in order to avoid
disturbing cultural resources.

Minerals

Under the proposed action for minerals management, oil and gas exploration and development
would be allowed to continue within the preserve under certain restrictions. As directed by the

enabling legislation, this development would be regulated and controlled to protect important - -

resource values, to prevent undue degradation of soils and vegetation, and to minimize
conflicts with visitor use and safety. Oil and gas operations would be managed as described
below:

Establishing an accepiable level of exploration and development based on an
area of Influence — At any one time, only 10 percent of the preserve could be subject
to the influences of oil and gas exploration and development activities. Protecting 90
percent of the preserve from such effects would help avoid jeopardizing the preserve’s
primitive character.

Determining the management action for each management unit — Geophysical
operations would be permitted throughout the preserve, subject to applicable
regulations and stipulations. Future exploratory drilling and production operations would
be permitted in all units subject to regulations and resource protection stipulations. In
the Bear Island unit new surface disturbance for exploration and production operations
would be allowed only if the area of direct impact associated with such operations in
the unit did not exceed the current acreage (173 acres) of unreclaimed roads, pads,
pipelines, and geophysical survey lines in the unit.

Protecting Important resource areas - Surface occupancy for exploratory drilling and
production would be permitted only outside important vegetation and cultural resource
areas. Geophysical operations would be permitted in these areas, subject to the
stipulations identified in the "Minerals Management Plan" (see appendix C). Mineral
resources beneath environmentally sensitive resource areas could be explored and
extracted by using state-of-the-art techniques, such as directional drilling.

Implementing the "Minerals Management Plan" - Oil and gas exploration and

development would be subject to the procedures and resource protection stipulations
outlined in the "Minerals Management Plan” (see appendix C).
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Acceptable Level of Exploration and Development Based on Area of Influence. The
determination of an acceptable level of oil and gas exploration and development was based
on an area of influence concept. The area of influence is defined as the total area directly
affected (for example, by removal of vegetation, topographic alteration, and soil compaction).
and the adjacent area indirectly affected (for example, by hydrological changes, potential water
quality degradation, noise effects on wildlife, and possible adverse effects to vegetation

~ resulting from spills). For the purposes of this plan the area of influence associated with oil and

gas operations has been determined to range from the surface area occupied to a radius of
0.75 mile, depending on the type of operation or activity (for example, an abandoned road or
pad, geophysical survey, road or pad construction, exploratory drilling, or production). Eight
criteria were identified and evaluated to determine the area of influence associated with oil and
gas exploration and development operations. These criteria and the area of influence
determinations are described in appendix B.

Applying the appropriate area of influence to existing oil- and gas-related disturbance shows
that approximately 19,654 acres, or 3.4 percent of the preserve, are being adversely
influenced. If present oil and gas exploration and development trends were to continue (as
described in the oil and gas development scenario for the status quo alternative), an additional
37,827 acres (6.6 percent of the preserve) could be subject to influence by oil and gas
operations. Therefore, the total area of influence under existing trends would amount to an
estimated 57,481 acres, or slightly over 10 percent of the preserve.

An assessment of whether or not this level of influence is acceptable was made by a
comparative analysis of environmental consequences and risks associated with existing oil and
gas disturbance in the Bear Island unit (7,690 acres influenced) and Corn Dance unit (8,615
acres influenced). The area currently influenced by oil and gas exploration and development
operations in the Bear Island unit (18.9 percent of the unit) would pose a significant risk, in the
National Park Service's professional judgment, to the continued maintenance of natural
ecosystem integrity if this level of adverse influence was permitted throughout Big Cypress
National Preserve. The current area influenced in the Corn Dance unit (7.4 percent) is, in the
National Park Service's professional judgment, very near the maximum level of adverse
influence given the ecological and recreational values for which the preserve was established.
Therefore, it is recommended that only 10 percent (57,444 acr